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CHAPTER I
THE RBAWAKENING OF TBl!l GAEL

Stephen Gwy.Dn. discussing the

p~er

and beauty of Yeats'

Kathleen !!!. Houlihan. writes that whereTer the play was presented audienoes
were quiok to appreeiate the full signifioanoe of the final lines. the

.

sudden and dramatic transformation ot the shawled. mumbling old woman into
a young girl with the "walk ot a queen."l

For here in essence was the

challenge ot a people who had to all appearances relinquished a last tenuous
hold upon their cultural and political birthright.
SOILething ot the same excitement must haTe quickened the literary
world when it was made aware ot the Celtic Renaissance.

A golden age in

literature traditionally corresponds to an era of peace and plenty.

It i8

the truit of order and stability and of that national enthusiasm whioh
sucoess and well-being engender.

B,y a striking paradox however. the

.,.

eftloresoenoe of the Celtic genius in the late nineteenth century found the
land poverty-stricken. torn by dissension, bled white by tamine and emigration, still struggling to free itself ot toreign domination. yet emerging
in a role of spiritual beauty and high aspiration to claim its ancient

..

p1aoe among the nations.

i
Stephen Gwynn, Experiences
Henry Holt & Co •• 1926), p. 205.

.2!!. Literary Kan,
1

(New York,

2

.,'
Such a transtormatl on obvloully could not spring into being
over night. but in tracing baok the revitalization ot

Iri~h

nationality.

one will observe that at the end ot the eighteenth century Ireland

1IU

much more a national anti ty than at the olog ot the nineteenth. tor she
had at least her own language and oustoms.

The Penal Laws had made exiles

ot the Gaels in their own country. exoluding them frCllll. eduoati on and every
opportunity tor advanoement.

.

Despite this it would se_ they- had nurtured

and preserved that typical Celtic culture ot which the Irish in the nineteenth century grew so oareless. but which they were subsequently so eager
to revive as the most essential element of their native lite.

Though hunted

from. their own land in that dark. earlier age. and driven tor shelter am.ong
the hills and wild bare plaoes ot the West. they were not a mob. Corker,y
asserts. but "residuary legatees ot a oivilization more than a thousand
years old. n2

This was the very pi TOt ot all they knew. and it explains

the power ot the great literary tradition whioh bound the raoe together
and oreated a unity which political power could not secure.

....

Alice Stoptorth

Green aaphasizes this sam.e points
It .... turn to Ireland • • • we find a country .where for
some tifteen hundred years, as far back as historic knowledge
can reach, one national torce has overshadowed and dominated
all o1:hers. It has been the power of a great 1iterary tradition. Political power was not centralized. and no single man
2

Daniel Corkery,
1941). p. 28.

!l!!. Hidden

Ireland, (Dublin.

1(.

.'

H. Gill & Co ••

3

was in a position to determine what the people should think,
believe or do. - But in the learned tradition of the race
there was a determined order. In their intelleotual and
spiritual inheritance was the very essence of national 11fe,
the substance of its enstenoe,
warrant of its value,
the assurance of its continuity.
.

!he

Imperial conquest aimed at complete assimilat:J. on by' the
destruction of everything Irish.
schools.

English alone oould be spoken in the

Thomas Davis, early in the

ninetee~h

century, had urged the

necessity of an eduoational system under national control, but the famine of
1847, the ensuing insurrection, and the reaotion which followed obliterated
Davis's efforts.

As time went on, interest centered more and more in the

political fight and the struggle for land, while the slow relinquishment of
a distinctive culture passed unnoticed.

Ireland was becoming .Anglicized, was

becoming, in the phrase of the time, "West Britain," and same desperate
effort was needed to rescue it frcm foreign assimilation.

When an Anglo-

Irish literature made its appearance it was too often the voioe of an a1i9Jl
with no sympathetic understanding of the forgotten Innisfail.
With the passing of Gaelic as a literary medium, there emerged
the "stage lrishness II of Samuel Lover and Charles Lever, presented in .
novels pretending to deal 1111 th Irish life, and the vehement devotion of
Davis and th~ poets of "The Nation" sohool--writings which amounted to

.-

politics in verse, and which in their absorption in patriotic themes reflected too narrow a phase to permit them to be termed truly representative.

I
~.,

p.60.

Green, oited above by Corkery.

4

.'

Creative instinots were stifled b,y political interests, and it is not
until Mangan and Fergus on tbl t the real preours ora of the. 11 tera17
Revival are met.

Gwynn as.esses their oontributions:

In brief the Gaelio Revival deii'l..... frcm FergusO%1 insofar as it means a retum to the primi ti ve or mediaeval mOllllments of Celti 0 imag1nati. 0%1, and frca Mangan ins ofar as it
means an adoptiO%1 of what 18 transferable in Gaelic stl"!.
and technique • • • • These men, hawever, had little scientific
knowledge of the ancient language, so'jot 18 not surprising that
they tailed to catch, save now and the, the spirit ot GaelicJ
and that they had as a rule 0%117 certain tricks of phrase. 4
llevertheless to th_ may be credited a broader and purer CO%1cept of race, quite independent of political sentiment, a diversion ot
Poet17 from polemics to its truer funotion.

The new element which thq

introduced into literature was the substitutiO%1 of a sense of nationality
for aggressi va natiO%1alisa.

However, tiley

lackedth~

e qual1ficatiOJl8

conspicuous in those who were the true im tiators of the Revival.
qualificatiO%1s which were to unite Ireland with her severed past, and to....
e~raord1na17

produce the

awakening known as the Celtic Renaissance.

This impulae was to receive its direction in the last quarter
of tile century when Standish 0' Grady succeeded in arousing the count17
to a creati va sense of its anti qui ty.
History

~

The publicati. on in 18'18 of the

Ireland provided the spark which set the nati on aglow 11'1 th a

.-

new appreciation of its heritage. and a pride of race which was to tind
4

Gwynn, Today ~ Tomorrow!!!. Ireland. (Dublin: Hodges, Figgis

& Co., Ltd., 1903), p. 16.

,.

.'
outlet in manymovaments, all conducive to

retashiD~ng

the national lite

atter an image conceived in the rediscovered Gaelic mind.
O'Grady explored the voluminous epics and

l~ys

5

Like Mallory',

ot previous centuries, made

available by earlier WTiters, and reoreated tor modern readers Cuchulain,
Queen Maeve, Deirdre, Conchobar, and others, and so furnished material
tor later poets and authors and scholars.
down has aoknowledged his debt to him.

Biery important WTi ter tram. Yeats

George Russell disoloses his own

reaction to the History.
I was at the time 11ke many others who were bereaved ot
the history at their race ••••• It was the memory ot race
whi oh ros e up wi thin me when I read and I tel t exalted as one
who learns that he is song the children at kings. • • • In
0' Grady's writings the subnerged river at national culture
rose up again, a shining torrent, and I realized as I bathed
in that stream that the greatest spiritual evil one nation
could intlict upon another was to cut oft from it the story'
ot the national soul • • • • He was the last champion ot the
Irish aristooracy, and still more the voioe of conscienoe
for them, and he .spoke to them of their duty to the nation
as one might imagine same fearless prophet speaking to a
council of degenerate princes • • • • It was he who made me
proud and conscious of my country and recalled my mind that
might have wandered otherwise over too vague a tield of
thought, to think of the earth under my feet and the ohildren
of our oaaaon mother. 5
Boyd, while admitting that 0' Grady wrote as a poet rather than

an historian, conoludes.
[He] infused the new spirit lIhich was to revitalize Irish lit-e.
erature. • • • He undertakes the reconstruction by imagin5

A. E., Imaginati ons and Reveries,
Ltd., 1921), p. 12.
---

(Dublin. Maunsel &: Roberts,

6

ative prooesses ot the lite led b,y our anoestor8 in this
oOlDltry • • • 8ees tbe gods and demigods, the heroes and
kings ot Irish history with the eyes ot an epio imagination. He is not oonoerned with deciding the exaot point
at whioh legends merge into history, but embraces the
whole epoch. 6
.
The enthusiaSlll ot 0' Grady tocused attention upon racial souroes
as the foundatl.on for a new literature which would carry on the tradition

ot the old, and upon the rich inspiration to.be gained frCD Ireland's
classical inheritance.

Seemingly ovel"-night the Celtio movement assUDled

form, taking the outside world oompletely by surprise.
able thing about the Revivalists

ftS

The truly remark-

their oomplete unanimity of purpose.

In realizing their aspiratl. on to reveal to the lIOrld the dignity and beaut,.

ot the history and aohiev_cts of Uiteir race, they proved that, des pi te
centuries ot sorrow and suffering, the Celtic soul surn ved--distincti ve
and original, embodying lott,. ideals.
Hot long aftar the publioation of 0' Grady' 8 work, a olub was "..
founded in Southwark, London, to serve as a cultural center tor the Irish
people of that city, and to teaoh them. the history of their mother oountry.
Gradually the emphasis

ftS

sh:1.tted to literary phases--lectures on Irish

subjects, the oollection of works ot thatr native poets, and the
ment of new-talent among the members.
club grew.

enoou~g...

The reputation and influence ot the

In 1888, one of its meetings

ftS

..

attended by Yeats, who shortl,.

6

Emest A. Boyd, Ireland t s Literary Renaissanoe, (Hew York:
Lane

& Co., 1916), p. 30.

7

.'

thereafter was instnmenta1 in reorganizing it on a new basis, chietly to
turther the cultivation and spread ot the works of Irish authors.

A

similar society had been forming meanwhile in Dublin, and between the two
groo.ps there occurred a steady interchangeP fit men and ideas.
The stimu1ati. on of interest in literature was heightened by the
sudden collapse of political preoccupati.ons.

.

While Parnell was wresting

one victory after another from the English government, scant attention was
given to divergent views upon literary excellence.

But in the disillusion-

ment whioh followed hi s overthrow, the decay of the nati on was revealed
with appalling clearness, and men and women eagerly grapped at any means
which offered hope of nati. onal deliverance.

They realized that something

was vi tally wrong,· and tmt the solution lay not in politics but in
education.

With political pressure withdrawn, the intellectual forces

lIhich had been germinating and gathering strength in the early eighties
found an outlet.

....

The fall ot Parnell would thus appear less the cause of

the Renaissance than the s;ymbol of the change.
Salvation came in many guises, tor the rebirth ot Ireland proceeded not from literature alone. but from several streams ot activity
converging upon the nati. onal cons oiousness •

The Revival is generally

.'

attri buted to William Butler Yeats, and is assumed to have taken direction
.

trom his political and artistic anthusiasms--a purely literary phenomenon.
the product of an intellectual aristocracy divorced fro.. life and its
problems.

It is, on the contrary, the outgrowth of many forces, social,

.'

8

political, and artistio, motivated by a single aim, the reconstruction ot
Irish life through the intelleotual emancipation of its

p~ople.

One ot the foraracst among these agenoies in the far-reaching
character of its effect on the general pulil.1.t4) was the revival of Gaelic
initiated by Douglas Hyde.

Believing like Davis that the essence ·ot

nationality is ambodied in the language, and that the lIIoul ot the raoe is

.

expressed in its living speeoh as well as in its writings and art, he
devoted his energies to revi vlng the ancient and rapidly dying mother tongue,
and to giving Ireland a modern literature in her own language.
countrymen had stubbornly resisted

tD~

Though his

alaost six hundred years all etfortlll

to foist an alien speeoh upon them, Hyde had tr8Dlendous obstacles to surmount.

His labors to restore Gaelio met with ignoranoe and apathy and

even hostility.

Most English-speaking Irishmen looked upon the anCient

tongue muoh as George Moore did batere his converSion.

He states that his

ooncepti on of it was "dark, muddy stuff, much like the porter drunk by the
peasant, who cursed and cudgelled in it,"?

a dialeot stained by sooial

stigma, no longer acceptable in polite usage, or fCllnd in the expression
of the eduoated.

Scholars like Mahaffy and Atkinson, after superficial

consideration, had decided that Gaelio did not repay study, as there was
no Ii terature in it worth reading.
at length prevailed.

dete~D.8.t1on

He set about collecting and translating the folk songs

1

George Moore,

1911), I, p. 139.

But Hyde's enthusiaS1ll. and

!!!l!.!!!!. Farewell,

(London: \h. Heinemann,

9

.'

and legends that were passing trom the lips of the Irish speaking peasantry
in order to preserve and restore the language in which they were sung and
told.

He organized the Gaelic League and toured .America to collect funds

tor it.

Through his instr\lllentali ty Gaeli;jD '.."became compulsory both in the

schools and the National UniverSity ot Ireland.

Furthenaore. his trans-

.

lations ot the old songs had a detinite ettect upon the prose style ot the
Revi val.

His.!:2!!. Songs of

COIDlach~

and Religious Songs

2!.

Connacht

have

bean the inspiration ot a multitude ot later .writers who learned traa him
to enrich their work with an authentic local tlavor.

~

making use of the

language ot the English-speaking peasant he exposed the absurdities ot the.
stage Irishman. and gave Syilge the eloquent speech ot the Playbol

~ ~

We.tern World.
Where the Romanticists had cried "Back to Nature" to escape
the shall01ll1ess of the eighteenth century. Hyde's" summons "Back to Gaelic

,,,.

Ireland" was a call to escape nati onal oblivion. to recover what( hact spontaneously developed through the centuries and what was genuinely Celtio.
The appeal was answered with avidity. and before long one hundred and fifty
Gaelic branohes were established. end political meetings were replaoed by
village gatherings where Irish songs were s\mg end old stories retold in
the vernaoular.

Yeats testifies t:hat as many as fifty thou,and text;-.books

were sold in one year.
8

-

8

So eager were the people to learn their nati ve

William Butler Yeats. "The Literary Movement in Ireland."
Ideals ~ Irelend. edited by Lady Gregory. (London. At the Unicorn. 1901),p.89

.'

10

tongue and history that evening claSses had to be held .for those employed
daytimes.

John Synge too, desoribes the interest in the movement taken

by the women of the Ann Islands.

Beoause of its non-poli tioal, non-

seotarian oharaoter, its value was enhanced:; "The language," George Koore
wrote, "is the one sort of Irish earth. on whioh we can all stand united."9
Because the League stimulated pride in the past and a new and vi tal

.

..

interest in life, it was to prove not only a path to unity, but a social
and s pi ri tual revol uti on.
In the late eighties, Anglo-Irish literature had as yet attracted
little attention, existing for the most part only in the dreams and
aspirations of young men.

For these were the youthful days of the Revival

when interest in the national heritage was burgeoning, making ready to
blossom forth in the acoomplishmentsof the twentieth century.

Through-

out the opening ye~rs of the nineties, Yeats and his ooterie, catching
the vital spark of inspiration and the dominant note of Celticism, set
themselves to the reproduotion in English of the subject matter and chana
of style that distinguished the ancient literature of Ireland, and to
develop an idiom. which should be essentially Irish even though it used

.

another tongue as medium •
While Yeats was planning a poetic style which he might l_ve
to those who were to' come atter him, much in the manner of the great masters
9

Boyd, p. 46.

11

of the Renaissance who bequeathed their techniques to their followers.
George Sigerson was laboring to make aVailable the unheeded literar,y
heri tage of two thousand years. and George Russell began his work of
,

.

00111-

paring and unifying the mysticism of the·Giel1o mind with that of other
nations.

2!.. Young

Younger poets. whose work Yeats sponsored in Poems
Ireland. 8.Dllounoed thai r

intentl.~. of

~

Ballads

writing on. themes drawn .

from the imaginative inheritanoe of the race. its heroio legends, tairy
stories and folk lore.

In brief. preoccupation with politioal hatred

ot England gave way to a new and engrossing interest in Ireland, and
the result has been a 11 terature which stands apart trom the English, with
a oharacter of its own, wrought of a different gem us. otfering the
speotacle ot a national and raoial consciousness beooming articUlate in
a distinotive and beautiful speech.
Morris traoes an analogy between the l i terary aoti vi ty that

...

ensued and the history ot Elizabethan literature:
Both were the fulfillment ot a desire for a purely national
art; in both instances creative activity was pretaced 'and
accompanied by critical discussion dealing with the general
theory of poetry and with the medium. ot expression to be
employed; and finally the creative intelligence of both
periods was directed toward poetry. the drama, and in its
latest development, the novel.l~

.

Scholars in various parts ot the world busied themselves·Wi. th
the study and translation ot Gaelic.

In 'the eighties de Jubainville

10
Lloyd R. Morris,!!!!. Celtic Dawn, (New York. Kacmillan &: Co.,
1917). p. 6.

.'

12

wrote ot the Tuatha De Danaan, tracing in the legends a racial mythology,
and emphasizing the antiquity ot Irish culture.

Windisch"in Germany

opened to students the anoient world whioh 0' Donovan and 0' Curry had

.

explored by publishing a grammar ot Old I;i~h and a vocabulaTy ot Middle
Irish.

Scholars from other countries--Ba.varia, Austria, and America--

joined in the research to save -th e past from. oblivion.

Kanusor:i:pts

fran the ninth century on were copied, edt ted, arranged, and translated,
and the vast treasure of a highly developed and highly individual
civilization, revealed in a vernacular literature going back to prehistoric times, was laid bare to the world.
Yeats, writing ot -the need for the return to Gaelio it the
country were to hope for a culture of her own, indicates its shortcomings,
yet points to its neceSSity,
Before 1891 Unionists and Bationalists were too busy
keeping one or two simple beliets at their fullest intensity.
for any complexity of thought or emotion; and the national
imagination uttered i teelt with a somewhat broken energy, in
a tew stor! es and in many ballads about the need ot. uni ty
against England, about the martyrs who had died at the hand
ot England, or about the greatness ot Ireland betore the
coming ot England. They built up Ireland's dreamot Ireland,
ot an ideal country weighted down by immemorable sorrows and
served by heroes end saints, end they taught generations ot
young}l1en to love their cQ1ntry With a love that was the
deepest emotion they were ever to know: but they built wi. th
the virtues and beauties and sorrows and hopes that move to
tears the greatest number:- ot those eyes before whom the
modern world is but beginning to enroll itself; end except
when sane rare, personal impulse shaped the song according
to its will, they built to the fermal and conventional
rhythm which would give the most immediate pleasures to

.'

13

.'
ears that had forgotten Gaelic poetry and had not learned
the subtleties of English poetry.ll
The return to primitive souroes therefore. gave oolor and

.

tradition to the new literature, and .render;i.ll~ it more akin to the Gaelio
..,
than the English genius. released Irish oulture fran intelleotual depen'

denoe upon England.
The New Ireland, 1ih ioh seemed to "at. "as full of energy as
a boiling pot, ~12 foUnd another avenue of expression stemming fran this
awakened pride in the past, and taking form in poetry and drama.

If the

newly aroused interest were not to be dissipated in trivial movements,
some fusion of aoti vity was essential, Boyd points out. and the 11 ttle
group of write rs known as the "Dublin Myatt os ", by 11 ving and working in
and for their own oCllntry, strengthened the roots of Irish authorship
13
and gave substanoe to the general literary movemEE!-t.
All were imbued
~

wi th the same ideals and fired with the same ardor for a national

tradition in literature.

They oonoentrated and oondensed the hitherto

soattered elements of the Revival, and gave a very desirable hanogeneity
to the rather isolated or unrelated efforts of individuals in England!
and Ireland.
11

Yeats,

OPe

Cit., p. 88.

12
Loo. oit.
13
Boyd,

OPe

oi t., p. 212

~

..

14

.'

The study of mysti cism was the common factor whioh brought
together Yeats, Charles Johnston, John Eglinton, and George Russell.
The Hermetic Sooiety which they launohed provided an intellectual center

.

whose sphere of influence extended far be;1imi its own immediate circle;
but m.ore important, it furnished a rallying ground for both older and
younger writers, a oontact between widely diverse opinions and person-

•

alities which broadened the appeal of the new literature and emphasized
its marked advance cver previous movements.

It was hi s enoounter with

John O'Leary, for exaaple, that inspired Yeats with the idea ot developing
a literature which would throw IriiBh thought baok upon its own traditions.
With this principle George Russell was in cODlplete agreement, tor to him
nationality was less a politioal than a spiritual torce haVing its
f'oundation in the soul of' the race.

How much Russell influenoed Yeats,

or Yeats, Russell, is debatable, but oertain it is that at this pbintin
their lives they were in entire aocord, inspired by a mutual desire to
serve their oountry, and out of ancient beauty to evolve forms which
would be a creative force in the land.

For the tirst time there was a

deliberate ooncentration of effort upon the foundatton of a new literature
which 'WOuld carryon the traditions ot the old, upon a poetry, national
"

.

and racial, but in a mare protound, subtle and pervasive manner.

.'

Through their leadership too--Yeats consciously, and Russell
to a more aooidental extent--was to emerge that aspeOt ot the Renaissanoe
whioh was to take the world by storm, the dramatic movement, which in its

IS

.'
extent and influence may be considered one of the vital factors in the
rebirth of the nation.
To Lady Gregory and Yeats and Edward Martyn. the drama

.

1fU

one of the healthiest signs of the renvai" ~r the ancient Irish spirit.
They believed it thoroughly national because it _s allowed to advanoe

.

along its own lines. and because it represented tbe combined work of
many different pars onali ti es •

In it they felt Ireland exhi bi ted a

vigorous and glorious quality which might be developed into a touohstone
of inestimable value to that spirit.
With the exoeption of one play. Russell's connection with
the Abbey Theatre was wholly in an administrative capacity. and that but
for a few years. yet because of the extent and nature of his influence.
his participation in the dramatic movement probably oan never be accurately
&ssessed.
The regeneration of economic life was to claim Russell's
attention and to keep him engrossed for a great PLrt of his life.

lIhile

Sir Horace Plunkett must be g1 ven credit for organizing the Irish Agricultural Organization Society, Morris insists "the superstruoture of

.

its social philosophy has bean ,raised by A. E. " 14

The same urge to serve

his country in a practical manner was closely allied to. or perhaps .'
stemmed fran.. his belief that with the amelioration of the life of the
14
Morris, op. cit •• p. 221.

r

16

.'
peasant a spiritual change could be effected.

"Organize your industries."

he said to the farmers. "so that y-ou may- beoome what y-our -fathers were.
f'i t cCIII.pany- for the Shining Ones. for Lughand Balor and Manannan. the

great and brave and beautiful pagan gods.!Iil~

In all his social propaganda

he was inspired b,y the vision of an Ireland peopled b,y noble characters.
"1Vherever there is mutual aid • • • wherever there is constant give 81ld

•

take. wherever the prosperity of the individual depends on the prosperityof the ccmmunity- about him, there the sooial order tends to produoe fine
types of oharaoter, with devotion to public ideals; and this is the real
object of all government."

16

He saw in the cooperative movement a promise of more real
unity among the Irish people than had ever seemed possible.

He conceded

that oooperation may be brought about by comman religious or political
or cultural ideals, but doubted that such a unity could hold unless
accompanied by an identity of economio interests among the majority of
its citizens.

Essential bodily necessities, he claimed. must be satisfied

before other needs can successfully secure attention.

But pleading for

un! ted effort, he urged, "Nothing could be more hopeful

tor the triumph

over the minds of man of agricultural ideals than a movanent which aims
"

.'

15
St. John G. Ervine,
Macmillan Co., 1922). p. 32;

16

-

!s!!. Impressions

~!z Elders, (New York:

.

-

"A. E.," New StatesmaIl and Nation, X (July, 1935). p. 122.
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.'
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at superseding individualism in the economio sphere by oooperation."

And again, "I believe that whatever the temporary strength- ot other movements in Ireland, the cooperative m.ovement, dealing as it does with the

.

dai 11' lives of men must finally have an· in1'li'1ence greater than any other
in its effeot upon the oharaoter of the Irish nation. ,,18

.

Theosophioal speculations whi ch in youth tended by their very
nature to' dri ve him into a world of med! tation, oould no longer olaim.
precedenoe in his mind, tor he had ample oooasion now to mingle intimately
with his tellow men.

He met them on a CODlllon field ot interests and

tastes, and with them exerted unstinting etfort toward the mitigation of
economio evils, helping to develop and put into practice a philosophy
whose applicati on to our own economio life has met with inoreasing
appreci ati on.
lith tovernmental affairs he had less concer.n, tor Ae stated
repeatedly that he was less interested in the politios of time than ot
eterni ty.

However, he could not isolate himselt oompletely in this regard,

tor the internal is sues of the oountry fowd him an active supporter ot
.labor in its strike against the Dublin Masters. and in 1917 he served

.

with distinotion

as a m.ember of the Convention tor Home Rule.

In another

..

17
A. E., Prefaoe to Smith Gordon-Lionel Staples Rural
Reconstruction in Ireland, (New Haven. Yale University Press, 1919), p. 5.
18 Loo. cit.
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and a broader sense, he is linked to the political movement, for the bond
between Irish political thought and the Literary Revival i.s an intimate
one.

From this point ot Tiew, Russell and Yeats, Standish 0' Grady end

Hyde, and all those who were assooiated w.iot:Ir.tha in their high endeavor
were as truly tounders of the Free State as were Arthur Griffiths end
Miohael Collins.

•

Of the major foroes, therefore, of whioh the Celtic Renaissenoe
is a synthesis--literature, drama, the revival of the anoient language,
eoonomio and social reform, and political thought--it becomes evident
that George Russell, by hi 8 writing, whether poetio or journalistio, his
influence, his active Plrtioipation in the remoulding of the national

ot

ideal, may rightfully olaim oonsideratic:m. as one of the key figures
the Irish Revival.

Apart frcm social and poli tioal matters, he made

oomparati vely few converts to his opinions.

Many disliked his paintings

and rejeoted his poetry, many more ignored his mystioal philosophy, yet
all who oame in contaot with him were convinoed of his greatness.

....

The

diversity of his talents, it has been said, required many outlets, and
while these undoubtedly advanoed the interests of his country and served
at the same time to make his name better known both at home and abroad,
the same diversity worked adversely for his permanent tame, for, as

~his

paper purposes to show, his genius by preoooupation with many aoti vi ties
became spread thin, and by disoouraging the foousing of attention upon any
one faoet of his talents--art, poetry, literature--lacks the depth and
protundit,y which concentration undoubtedly would have developed.

.'
CHAPl'ER IT

THE MANY-COLORED EARTH
Ireland's state of ferment had sOllfJthing of a counterpart in the
condition of the western world, when as if in reaction to Darwinian material1sm there arose a fever of pseudo-religiosity Whose appeal seemed centered
in the arcane.

"

As in the instance of its rival. movement, it underwent all

the ramifications and evinced the varying tendencies of its forerunner.
The air was astir with theosophical speculation and cults of all
kinds sprang up everywhere.

A revival of interest occurred in Swedenborg,

HinduiBlll, Buddhism, Hermetigism, Rosicrucianism and Egyptian religions.

An-

other phase of the movement was a striking increase in the number of books
on Indian ideas.

Scientists everywhere began to evince a strong curiosity

about the human mind.

In paris, Charcot's studies in pathology were publish-

ed in 1880; in America at about the same time, William James began his
notable experiments in psychology.

In England not long after, the British

Medical Society reported favorably on hypnotism.

Nor were speculation and

examination confined to science and pseudo-science.

The inquiry invaded the

field of poetry under the leadership of Rimbaud, llaliarme, and Lafargue,
and took on a subjective, non-realistic character which led it

eventu~ly

to

exhaust i taelf in the shallow excesses of Symbolism.
This axci ting Eleusinian sub-world was opened to the young intellectuals of Dublin by a strange book anti tled Esoteric Buddhism which had

19
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just appeared trom the pen ot A. P. Sinnett and which ottered a theory of
the soul most of them accepted as the Faith ot the Future.. Charles Johnswn
went to Lendon to interview the author and on his return tounded with Yeats
a branch of the Theosophical Society.

He~ 'w;i. th

disciples they lived in a semi-monastic manner.

RusseU and some teUn
These charter members ot

the Dublin Lodge were, as previGusly nentioned, the principal guiding lights
in that intellectual melting-pot trom which tte nationalist movement ul ti-

matelyemerged.

Russell at once became an active member, flinging himself

wholeheartedly into theosophy, and was soon absorbed in its seemingly
limitless possibilities.

In it he found ample scope tor his enthusiasm

and became the life and soul ot the little community.

He gradually assumed.

leadership, and until a tew years betore his death conducted weekly instruction classes in esoteric philosophy, linking the Aryan with the Druid
gods.
lIhatever novelty the new religion offered to the others, to Rus~ll
it was another link in his lifelong quest tor the infinite.

It turnished

him 'With a new and subtle avenue of approach to the m:stery .f the universe.

Religious experience began with him at adolescence, and embraced-however
superficially-all known religions.

The study' ot his JII1Stical experience

..

and philosophy would require extensive treatment, but be beside the purpose
of this paper which tUldertakes to consider it solely in relation to its
influence on his life and 'Work.
Comparatively little is mown about Russell's early years, beyond

.'

21

the f'act that he was born in Lurgan County, Ulster, but moved to Dublin at
the age of' seven or eight.

There he attended the Rathlllines school where

his education was evidently ef' the commercial type, with little stress
placed upon the f'ield which was later to
terests.

pla,. so large

a part in his in-

Monk Gibbon raises the question of' the possible effect of' "too

much of' the God of' the Old Testament" in his early upbringing, but adds

•

that though his parents were North-of'-Ireland Protestants they were f'ar
f'rom being dour and unsympathetic. l

He n.tes that they belonged to the

eTangelical tradition, lilich, according to Inge, contains a vein of' pure
and genuine mysticism.

The imagery of' its hymns, many of' which are beauti-

.ful and ardent, is replete with symbolism with ref'erence to the invisible

world and to the 1fh1 te-robed hierarchy of' heaven.
st. John Ervine whose own pen is steeped in bigotry and malice,
writes of' the bitterness with which religieus belief'S were contested in
Lurgan, where opinions were apt to be seconded not infrequently by more
ardent demonstrations of' group loyalty.2 1Ihatever accounts f'or Russell's
early bias in religious matters, it seems certain that he early f'ormed an
antipathy toward established religion, rejecting orthedoxy in f'avor of' religious experience.

He was a doubter of' the traditional in a center of'

traditional conformity.

Eglinton tells of' Russell's conf'ession that .}.ie

1,. E.,45.--The Living Torch ed. by Monk Gibbon,

(New York: Macmillan

Co., 1938), p.

2St • John G. Irvine, Some Impressions of' JIY Elders, (New York:
Macmillan Co., 1922), p. 60.
- -

.'
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left his home one day to "think the whole thing out," and in a brief five
JDi,nutes had decided to defy a God who threatened him for .doing things he
had never promised not to do. If 3 ,This Mil tonic cencept of defiance was
formulated shortly atter adolescence, and'ise-ems to have remained ldth him
thereafter.

He disclosed that he had a vivid sense of a being seeking in-

carnation wi thin him.

In the Candle

ot Vision he expanded this experience

-

i

wherein the first stirrings of a strange and mystic impulse were felt:
I was aged about sixteen or seventeen years, when I, the
slackest and least ideal of boys • • • became aware of a
~ter1ous life quickening within 'IlfY life • • • It was, I
thought, selt-begotten. I began to be as1:.enished with myself',
for walking aleng country roads, intense and passionate imaginati,ons of another 'WOrld, of an interior nature, began to
overpower me. It was no angelic thing, pure and new trom a .
foundry of souls, which soughtembodiJaent, but a being stained
with the dust and conflict of a long travel through time; carrying with it unsated desires, base and august, and as I divined
it, myriads of I18mories and a secret wisdom • • • Soon I knew
they were the righttul. owners and heirs of the house of the
body • • • The boy who existed before was an alien. He hid.
himself when the pilgrim of etern! ty took up his abode in the
dwelling. Yet whenever the true owner was absent, the sly
creature reappeared and boasted himselt as master once mQre. 4

...

He felt that this being who had taken possession of him was tr.y1ng
desperately to cOJlllunicate with him, and he was tormented by the limitations'
of his understanding.

He endeavored again and again to piece out the

visi.ns oDl.y-to be baf'tled by their subtlety:

3John Eglinton, A Memoir of A. E.,
1937), p. 7.
-- - -

(London: Macmillan Co.,

4'_E., The Candle of Vision, (London: Macmillan Co., 1931), p. 4.

-

--
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As I walked in the evening dOlfll the lanes scented by hGmeysuckle, IllY senses were expectant of some unveiling about to
take place • • • The tinted air glowed before me with intelligible significance like a face, a voice. The Visible
world became like a tapestry blO1fIl and stirred by the ld.nd.s
behind it. If it woulg but raise f~ an ins tan t I knew I
would be in P a r a d i s e . . ....,
These Visitations were the subject of his first verses, and their
vague messages are obscured in evanescent imagery:

•

She is wrapped in dreams divine
As her clouds of beaut,y pass
On our glowing hearts they shine
Jfirrored there as in glass.
Earth whose dreams are we and they
Wi th her deep heart's gladness fUls
m our human lips can sq
Or the dawn-fired singer trills. 6

And he related another experience whose ph7sical effect was no less
startling than his interpretation of it.

However, one is no closer to an

explanation or logical interpretation of such manifestations:
()le warm sUlllller day lying idly on the hillside, not thinking of anything but the sunlight, and how sweet it was to
drowse there • • • suddenly I felt a fiery heart throb, and
knew it was personal and intiJllate, and started with every
sense dilated and intent and turned inwards, and I heard
first a music as of bells going away, away into that wondrous
underland, lilere, as legend relates, the Danaan gods withdrew; and then the heart of the hills opened to me, and I
knew there was no hill for those who were there, and theT
were .unconscious of the ponderous llOuntain piled above the
palace of light, and the winds were sparkling and diaDWlld
clear, ye t full of color as an opal, and theT glittered

.'

5 ~.,

p.

5.

6 ~., p. 6.

.'
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through the valley, and I knew the Golden A.ge was all about
me, and it was we who had been blind to it, but that it had
never passed &w~ trom the world.7
.
His pseudonym, A.E., resulted trom one ot these early experiences.
He explained in the Candle ot Vision that iiIi"'planning a series ot pictures
which were to illustrate the history ot man trom his birth in the Divine

,.

)lind, tirst in vague and monstrous shapes, then gradually evolving into his
tinal

rorm,

he tel t in alliance with a deeper consciousness.

Wondering

what legend to write under the pioture, he found the answer supplied as it
were by a whispered voioe, "Call it the birth of Aeon".

'lhe next day the

story of Aeon--whioh oorresponds olosely to the revolt of Lucifer, save
that he was alone in his rebellion, and desoended not to Hell but to earth-took shape in his mind.

A fortnight later when in a Dublin library his

eyes fell upon an open book and lighted on the word nAeon," with the
explanation that the term was used by the Gnostios·· to designate the tirst
~

oreated beings.

He was overwhelmed by the ooinoidenoe, and returned later

to learn that the myth corresponded to his own imagining.

The ooourrenoe

confirmed his beliet that there is a reservoir of anoestral wisdom available
to man, and deepened. his growing oonviotion of pre-existenoe.
The incident left a powertul impression on his mind, and the word

oame to have a special significance to him.

A printerts difficulty ip

making eut the last letters of the signature attaohed to an artiole of his,

7 Ibid., p. 8.

.,'
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suggested to him the pen name which was to become as fam.W..ar as his own.
He occasionally used the diphthong, but adopted

"A.E."

for.general use.

Russell felt again and again an irrepressible urge to transcend
ordinary experience.

His "visions" -

described in ttu! Candle

.2! Vision,

to • • the term he emp1oyed-are

and in letters

,.

stated with the uttaost conviction and simplicity.
a letter !'rom him:

to his friends, are
Jlme. Simone Tery quotes

"I have discovered that consciousness can exist outside

of the body, that we can sOJl.etimes see people who are far away from us, that
we can even speak to them when they are hundreds of miles distant: I have
been spoken to myself in this way." 8 To Katherine Tynan he wrote more
specifically:
:Many years ago I was sitting in my room • • • when suddenly the walls opened before me, and I saw a gre& t uuntain
of very peculiar shape • • • as I gazed &bout me there appeared the figure of a young man. His cOlUltenance was most
remarkable • • • of the Napoleonic type. .'. Then he vanished
and there appeared the figure of a woman with a blue cloak
over her head and she was carryiBg a child in her arms, and
rays seemed to come from all parts of Ireland, and they rested on the child's head, so that he was in the midst of a halo
of light. This vision in its turn vanished, and there came a
picture of what appeared to be a queen upon her throne, and
while I looked the throne fell and she 'With it. That too
vanished, and I saw a man of gigantic stature striding up and
down Ireland beating a drum, and as he walked smoke and names
sprang up in his path. 1hen he too vanished and I saw nothing
but pays coming from every part of Ireland, so that I could
not tell whence they came or where they ended. And lilile I .
looked the walls cl.sed and I lias sitting in my room alone. CJ

8 Eg1inton,
9 J,. E.,

OPe

~

cit., p. 169.

Living Torch, p. 31.
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He regarded this dream as definitelY' symbolic in character, as
foretelling still another tragic episode in Irish history-•. It is notable
that, unlike the saints whose visions were usually of Christ or of the
Blessed Virgin. or of definite, recognizabl. 'lmdividuals, Russell saw
"shilling ones,"

"pure and noble characters of unearthly beauty,"

but with-

out specific personality, connected it seems ldth mythology rather than any
orthodox hierarchy.
of him..

...

The essentially pagan nomenclature is characteristic

He made no att_pt to identity them, and apparently derived from

them nothing other than the uplift 1Ih1ch great beauty might inspire in an
artist.

But this aspect was sufficient, it appears, and his satisfaction

with their function seemed complete.
Yeats had a good deal to say on the subject, and his observation
affords a good, clear-cut outline of the mystical lucubrations and l1mi ta.tions of Russell.

While bis opinion refiected ind1'Vidual interpretation,

"

it must be conceded that it was rather objectively attained, and apparently
not unduly infiuenced bY' CODmlon interest or over-sympathetic tendencies:
At thettme I write of him, he was the religious teacher
and that alone-his paintings, his poetrY', and his conversation all subservient to that one end. }len watched him with
awe and bellildermentj it was knO'Wll that he saw visions, perhaps more continually than any modern man since Swedenborgj
and when he painted and drew in pastel what he had seen,
some accepted his record without hesi tation, others like
myself', noticing the Graeco-Roman forms, when remembering
his admiration for the works of Gustave )loreau, divined asubjective element, but no one doubted his word. One might
not think him a good observer, but no one could doubt that
he reported with the most scrupulous care what he believed
himself to have seenj nor did he lack occasional corroboration. Walking 1I1th some man in the park • • • he had seen

.'
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a visionary church at a particular spot, and the man had dug
and discovered its foundations • • • He and I often quarrelled,
because I ,wanted him to e:x:audne and question his v:i,.sion • • •
and still more because I thought symbolic lIhat he thought
real, like the men and women that passed him on the road.
Were they so auch a part of his subconscious life that they
would have vanished had he submi. ttacf..-.t.hem to question?lO

And he wrote again, "If he sat sUent for a while on the Two Rock

.

MeUDtains, or any place where man was absent, the scene would change;

UIl-

known beautiful people 'Would move among the rocks and trees; but this
vision, unlike that of Swedenborg, remained alwqs what seemed an unexplained external panorama." 11

After a while Yeats seemed to have tired of the

unsatisfactory nature of the apparitions, and insisted that these images
should be made to explain themselves.

Whether or not this represented a

change in attitude en his part as to their authenticity, or merely a growing disinterest in them, is Dot apparent.

Monk Gibbon who knew Russell intiJlately, 'reveals that A.E • .found

....

the nature of his own visions a mystery, and reviewing the several possibilities which occurred to him, concludes:
'Whether they were earth memories retained in some etheric
substance so that they became visible at certain times,
or whether they were sudden glimpses into an interpenetrating spiritual world, or whether as a friend suggested
to me in relation to Blake, they were in the nature of a
waking dream, a projection of the mind of some mysterious
kind as we experience in sleep, need not be argued here.

.'

. 10 William Butler yeats, Autobiographies, (New York: Macmillan

Co., 1927), p. 299.
11 Yeats, "My Friend's Book,"
p. 503.

~ Spectator, CILVIn (April 1932),

.'
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They may be an extension of the ordinary artistic faculty
by which the painter visualizes almost objectively what he
has seen in the imagination previously, 'or-and I· myself
lean to this opinion-they IDBY be in the nature of a real
experience, such as st. Paul. hints at when he quotes the
psalmist 'who maketh his angels sp;l.rits and his ministers
a name of fire'. 12
,;P ..;
Gibbon relates his attempt to cross-examine Russell on the nature

'.

of his visions, to learn whether they were subjective or objective.

The

undertaking unfortunately throws little light on their nature, other than
that of confirming their occurrence.

Russell objected to the terms, con-

tending that even normal waking vision is in a sense subjective, and insiated a little angrily that he really did see apparitions.

The etforts of

his friends to draw him out appear to have been unconsciously resisted,
much as the skater on thin ice might refuse to consider his peril, once
launched on his enterprise and desperately determined to reach his geal.
His JIl7Btical paintings otten reconstructed 'What he said he had
seen, although it is well to keep in mind the suggestion ot Yeats that

"'"

Russell was a follower of the school ot Moreau, and was perhaps infiuenced
by him.

Gibbon cites, as a record of a definite experience, an occasion

when Russell, walking through a forest, remarked to a companion that he saw
a figure by a tree J and immediately began to sketch the l1keness of a dryad.
embodied in the trunk.

Such a picture' may have been a kind of projeetion

of thoughts existent in his mind, sinoe fixation of thought can pre-dispose

12 Gibbon, Ope cit., p. 28.

,.

the mind to certain desired images.
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It is this interpretation 1Ih:ich under-

Ues Shaw's attitude toward St. Joan and Tatham's toward Blake.
To refute suspicion of the purely subjective nature of Russell's
vision, Gibbon offers an incident which he.ie-l t proved that he was not
merelY implementing his imagination.

Russell was told by a farmer that he

saw the same noble figures upon a hill which the poet had seen.

•

To test

the man, A. E. sketched some figures which were false and offered them to
the farmer, who rejected them.

Thereupon Russell drew the true likenesses,

and the man identified them as the appari tiona he had. seen.

Assuming the

farmer 'Was l.ttlfamiliar with A. E. 's writings, is it not possible that Gibbon
ignores here Russell's highly developed mental powers, exercised, unconsciously of course, in this instance?

'!'hese . abili ties were clearly demon-

strated on the occasion of the production ot his play, Deirdre.

The impulse

came to him to suggest the idea of water at a certidn point in the play,

...

and man,. peeple testified next day to the queer illusion they had of water
pouring out over them from the stage.

Such exh1bi tions at his singular

faculties however, were not common with him, and his son avers that he disliked having attention called to them.

While these incidents do not prove

that he possessed occult powers, they do give evidence of abnormal. mental
capaci ties.

.'

Psychic phenomena have been subjected to rigid scientific scrutiny
in recent years from competent psychologists and medical men in various
fields.

Societies devoted to psychical research have brought scientific

30

objecti:rity to a field cluttered with fakers and selt-deluded "mediums. 1t
Their findings, while only at the threshold ot the pursuit" of tantalizingly
elusive knowledge, corroborate the belief which man has independently
arrived at, namely, that the mind receives ~wledge through means other
than the senses.
ana

Instances of telepathy,

clair~ce,

and like phenom-

.

of extra-sensory perception which reject normal explanation, are

being admitted as the legitimate object of scienti!1c research.

fr~

It is un-

fortunate for Russell that the studies were not undertaken earlier, for
while his religious beliefs were not really based upon his "DJYSticallt
experiences, they had the regrettable effect of substantiating in his mind
his singular mission-albeit that mission was primarily the regeneration ot
himself-and of confirming his rejection of orthodox religion.
Russell "saw" the "sbining ones."

undoubtedly

A nature combining as did his the

sensitive perception ot the artist and the vivid imagination of the poet,

....

a mind singularly sensi tive to extra-sensory cogni tims, and a driva toward
religious experience--in short, a predisposition to emotional instabilit,y
-would inen tably objectify its intense imaginings.
Perhaps nowhere is RusseU's integri t,y more clearly shown or
his character more attractively displayed than in the treatment of his
visions.

He had no desire to appear m;ysterious or extraordinary, and..

absolved himselt from any charge of ,charlatanry by writing as tully as
possible of his experiences, saying modestly, "There is no personal virtue
in me other than this, that I toUowed a path all "may travel but on lIhich

,.

r------------few do journey. It 13
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It must be admitted that Russell never placed great

emphasis upon his apparitions, even though his insistence 'U.pon their reality
was at times vehement and vigorous.

When he mentioned them in his book he

did so with great simplicity and straightf~dness.

ItI do not w.lsh to

-.rite a book of wonders, but rather to bring thought back to that Being whom
the ancient seers worshipped as Deity.1t

14

.

On another occasion he reve&!-

ed the purpose of relating his visions to the visions of seers and writers
of the sacred books to "discover What element of truth lay in these imaginations." 15

His quest for their interpretation was intense, soul-searching,

and sincere.

He felt very conscious of the obligation which his strange

powers imposed on him, and of the necessity for great circumspection in
their exercise.

It! have tried according to rq capacity to report abou t

the divine order, and to discriminate between that which was self-begotten
fantasy, and that which came from the higher sphere." 16

The Golden Rule

of occultism which called for taking three steps in the perfecting of
character for every step in pursuit of hidden knowledge, was one he consistently practiced and urged upon his students.

He cautioned those who

would enter his world lest they meet w.l th disappointment:

.
13 Russell,

~

Candle of Vision, p. 19.

14 Ibid., p. .31.
15 ~., p. viii.
16 ~., p. vii.

"It is a wGrld

.'

,.
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where we may easily get lost and spend hours in futile vision with no more
gain than if one looked for long hours in the dust." 17

~d he urged,

"Tr.1 to become the master of your vision and seek for and evoke the greatest of earth memories, not those things

~b;

only satisfy curiosity, but

those which uplift and inspire and give us a vision of our own greatness." 18
He warned agains t alluring visions div()rced from humanity, deploring the
tendency to procrastination:

.

ItI know people 'Whose lamps are lit and they see

wonderf'ul things but they themselves will not pass from vision into action.
They follow beauty like the dwellers in Tyre whom Ezekiel denounced, 'They
have corrupted their wisdom by reason of their brightness.'

It

19

'1he boundless self-confidence which seems one of his most strik-

ing characteristics and which led him to reject established religion in

favor of his own, compounded of many elements, did a volte-face, with
amusing results, "en he met Pryse, an American theosophist.

A naive side

of Russell's nature is surprisingly exhibited in his relations with the
la tter, who appeared to have an almost hypnotic influence over him.

Pryse

would, for example, describe a circle around A.. E. and defy him to leave
it wi thout permission.

Together they practiced the art of "psychometrizing"

the countryside to unc()ver the JDY'Stery of its past.

17 Ibid., p.

64.

18 Ibid., p.

65.

19 Morris, Op. cit., p. 205.

,Another rather humorous

,

r
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note may be found in the picture of the young Russell, who one Sunday afternoon mounted the sea wall at Bray to harangue the orowds

b~t

lately return-

ad from Mass in Catholic Dublin, to return to the worship of the old Irish
gods.
To his credit, however, it must be said that he never encouraged
students to dabble in the occult, but emphasized the need for mental

',..

disoipline--concentration and meditation--for the pr.gress of the soul.
unwavering madi tation and fiery concentration of will were the keys which
unlocked to him the growing lUllinosi ty of his brain.
but could be had for the effort.

These were requisi te,

He believed that faculties of a higher

order than those normally exercised lay dormant in all, and could be developed and controlled by mental discipline.

In the Candle

!!!.. Vision

are

related a number of spiritual adventures, with an attempt to interpret
their significance, and to show how by concentrated meditation he obtained
some control fl)f the means of access to the ttdivine universe."

....

The arduous

steps involved in acquiring the power of ooncentration, the rigid and exhausting fixation of the faculties upon a chosen objeot, are laid bare.
But if there was labor, there was ample compensation for him, in evidence

'of spiri tual growth, in the "inexpressible yearning of the inner man to
,

go out with the infinite. It 20

Through his madi tation he found that his

thoughts turned more and more to the Itspiri tual life of earth. tt

20 Russell, ~ Candle of Vision, p. 160.

•
At times

r-------------------he felt exalted to the utmost of

~tical

.'

experience and was certain that

all he saw in vision was part of the Ufe of Earth, Ita
are many starry palaces.

34
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where there

There the Planetary Spirit was King, and that

spirit, manifesting through the substance ~·..i:arth, the Mighty Mother, was,
I felt, the being I groped after as God." 21

This is the theme that recurs

.

through all his poems, no matter how changed and faceted his philosophy
became.

He adopted Plaw's belief in the )(any-Colored Earth, "superior to

this we mow, yet related to it as soul to body.

On

that Many-oolored

Earth • • • live a divine folk, and there are temples wherein the gods do
dwell, and I ush to convey • • • how some apparitions of that ancient
beauty came to me, in wood or on hillside." 22
It was about this time that he began to write in verse and that
he first came in contact with Yeats, a meeting brought about by association
in art school and treigh ted with consequence to many.

He felt it to be a

...

concurrence of personali ties controlled by some law of spiri tu.al gravitation.
Russell's beUefs up to this point might be called Pantheistic
were it not that tor him the supreme man1festatiol'l of being is Earth, the
"Mighty Mother," a spiritual medium in which, he said, "we live and move
and have our being." 23

21 Ibid., p. 29.
22 Ibid., p. 32.
23 ~., p.

56.

His nature worship, his advocacy of a return to

r.~-------------nature, is not the ordinary one.
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In the "Virgin )lother," his belief in the

divinity of Earth. is most explici tly stated:
Who is that goddess to whom men should pray,
But her from whom their hearts have turned away,
out of whose virgin being they were.~rn,
Whose mother nature they have named with scorn
Calling its holy substance oommon cla.y.

.

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

Ah when I think this earth on which I tread,
Hath borne these blossoms of the lovely dead,
And makes the living heart I love to beat,
I look with sudden awe beneath JII3' feet 4
As you with erring reverence overhead. 2
He rejected any explanation of life and consciousness other than a DWstical
one.

It was as if life and consciousness were part and contilnuation of a

mystical stream.

out thoughts and impulses, he claimed, come to us from a

mightier Self of ours, an Ancestral Self, a reservoir which we may tap at
will.

Though we may maintain constant contact with it,

pletely exhaust it.

1'18

can neVer com-

n.uf

He sums up his belief in a single line of verse:

our thoughts are throngs of living souls, "
as the body is composed of

~

25

and explains later that just

cells, so the brain swarms with living

creatures-gods, demons and goblins.

'!'hus, he contended, there is nothing

incredible in the belief that we have access to a treasure house of memories

..

in the Earth, a memory infinitely greater than our own, to Ylhich we need

24 A. E., Collected Poems, (London: Macmillan & Co., 1928), p.

25

Ibid., p.

87.

35.
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merely be attuned in order to attain to perfeotion.

.'
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This pseudo-pantheism was to be augmented, rather than modified
by his meeting with Yeats and consequent introduction to Eastern occultism
in the Hermetic Society.

The period

which.~sell

later referred to as the

happiest time ot his ure, was given over wholeheartedly to the study ot
the Vedas and the Upanishads, the works ot the Neo-Platonists, and modern
mystics and spiritualists.

.

He had left his father's house to join the

semi-monastic life at Ely Place, and nth it had renounced chances tor
material success.

Complete separation and abnegation had had the usual

eftect of intensifying his every act and ot furnishing him with a determined
drive.

A promising position which his tather had secured for him outraged

his ethical sense and was rejected in favor of clerkship in a warehouse.
For six years on an income varying from thirty to sixty pounds annually,
he was "magnificentlY" happy.

The intense enthusi'asm ot those days is

described in the Candle of Vision:
I came to feel akin to those ancestors of the J.ryan in
remote spiritual da;ms when Earth firs t extended its consciousness into humanity. In that primal ecstasy the golden
age was born, that great spiritual tradition which still
remains embodied in the Veda and Upanishad, in Persian and
Egyptian my'th, and which trails glimmering with color and
romance over our own Celtic legends. I had but a faint
glow-of that which to the ancestors was full light. I felt
at times as one raised from the dead, made virg1na.l and
pure, who renews exquisi te intimacies with divine companions;'
with Earth, Water, Air, and Fire. To breathe was to inhale
magical elixirs. To touch Earth was to feel the influx of
power as with one who had touched the mantle of the Lord. 26

26 A. E.,

~

Candle ot Vision, p. 113.

r
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His beliet in the divinity of Earth was not one which came to him
through Theosophy, rather, Theosophy gave him the structure. for his beliet.
In this period was laid the ground work for most of his later interests and

accomplishments.

The Dublin Lodge became a,f!J,liated with the American

branch, and a magazine was started to which he contributed prose and verse.
To the stimulus of Eastern studies was added the excitement of the Oeltic
Revival.

His ideas were brought into relatioJ' with Ireland by his belief

in a localized earth-memory of spiritual happenings, and he became con-

vinced that the Mother Earth of Eire was the reposi tory of Druidic wisdom,
as active a centre of supernatural knowledge as Egypt or India.

Ireland.

became the embodiment of all that was sacred and beneficent.

He began

through vision to enter into the Druidic world of an tiqui ty.

Convinced

that he had a special aptitude for psychic vision, he continued the experimen ts begun with Pryse, to induce certain favored places, through
ltpsychom:etriBing"to give up their secrets.

In Kilmashogue, under the

Dublin mountains, he felt he had uncovered an ancient centre of magic, and
here he would sometimes bring his disciples as an act of special regard.
Whether he regarded the celtic gods as actual personages, or as
thought-torms existing in th& world of imagination, it is difficult to
determine, but it would appear that the figures of Iri,sh folklore took shape
.~.

in his mind as a company ot immortals akin to Greek and Hindu divinities.
Throughout Gaelic folklore appear hints ot a symbolism, perhaps fragments
of a remote Druidic sys tam.

on the slender strength of these he built up

r
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an ancient priesthood acquainted with all the secrets of nature and a hierarohy of d1vine beings answering to the more olearly
Hindu and Greek mythology.

defi~d

figures of

He built from old and obscure fragments a not

unworkable system, sufficient to satisfy

m..'4QWll

conviotions at least.

The philosophy of the East held a fascination for him that was

to be lifelong.
1 ts vagaries.

His attachment to it seems never to have been modified by

.

Ranjee Shahani calls him "the nearest approach among the

poets of the English speaking world to a sage of Upanishad • • • He has
brooded in fiery meditation • • • over the words of Upanishads, the Bhagvad
G1ta, the Yoga Sutra of Patangali, the Ramayana, and Mahabharata." .27

Con-

trasting him with Yeats and Dr. Rabindrath Tagore, Shahan! indicates their
fundamental differences:

JIio. Yeats uses Hindu thought for poetic embellishment-for
decorative effects. lIith its inwardness he has no concern
-indeed is unfitted to grapple. Dr. Tagore, on the other
hand, echoes what is, so to speak, in the air. He is a
passivist, moulded by not moulding what he has received.
Perhaps that is why his prof'undity is no more than popular
wisdom. It lacks the note of personal victory. Dr. Tagore,
like Mr. Yeats, 1s not one of the "combattants d'idees'. To
some he appears a mere bewailer.
A. E. is first and foremost a meditative spirit. He has a
far more profound acq~aintence with Hindu thought than many
an ()l-1entalist of repute. When I met him I remarked on this
fact wlth some surprise, for I called to mind the dilettantism
of Mr. T. S. Eliot. 'ibere is nothing to be surprised at, I
he said. tllve had to sweat for it. What TOU struggle for •

27 Ranjee G. Shahani, "Some Recent English Poets," Asiatio
Review, XXXI, (April 1935), p. 381.

r------------you make your own. t Then after a pause: 'Yeats used to
laugh at me for my interest in Hindu thought • • • I've
been und~§ the spell of your ooun try from the age qf
twenty.

or

.

Russell's sinoerity there is no question.

oritics are slow to impugn this quality.
the oharge of posing, of

pl~ng
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Even his severest

Unlike Yeats, he never incurred

around among the philosophies, of going

through phases, or affeoting popular tenets. ';'yeats made many excursions
into the spiritual.

He belonged at one time or other to the order of the

Alchemioal Rose, the Herm.e tic order of the Golden Door, and to;y9d with
Rosicrucianism, with alchemy and magic, and even with table rapping.

For

years he trifled with the idea of oreating a new mystioal order and providing it with a ritual.

Russell, however, was much more direct and obvious.

His position, therefore, while vulnerable, was never as mtenable as that
of Yeats.

Having accepted Indian philosophy early in life, he remained

close to it to the end, beoause he was more intellectually persistent,
much more simple of heart.
ity in 1his respect.

At no time did he manifest Yeatts superficial-

Uthough frequently rebuffed by him and held in lesser

esteem by many, he achieved a greater stability than did his more scintillating companion.

The philosophy he embraced involved self-subjection to

the point ot -self-suppression.

Truth to him was attained, not by the

statement of concepts, but by the upl1!ting of the being.

For him,

man is

composed of two minds, the ancestral intuitive mind whioh renects all the

28 Ibid., p • .382.
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experiences of the race, and an outer mind slowly developed by education.
His conviction is in direct contrast to Wordsworth.s belief, for to A. E.
the soul is a late arrival, entering consciousness at the age of puberty,
when the "ani mal" element bows out with th-., t\9aing of the spiri tual, enriched by the invisible agencies of the spirit world and the garnered wisdom
of countless lives.

With Plato and the Brahmins he believed in transmigra-

'.

tion-that the life of the soul is cyclic and that its physical birth and
rebirth are but the working out of the soul's pilgrimage from the -eternal
to the eternal.

To Plato.s explanation of spiritual memory as the recol-

lection of visions of those ideas seen by the soul in its excursions, he
joined the doctrine of ancestral memory', a recapitulation of the evolution
of race consciousness, present subconsciously in everyone.

A. E. put a

stern emphasis on the inner seil, the Psyche, but his emphasis differed
from the Eastern Iqstics in that he sought in

m.at~ity

his greatest, his

innermost self, and found in the elements manifestations of deity. ,
Russell has given abundant evidence that his visions were not an
end in themselves, as was the case wi til Blake; but that to him, all knowledg~ all beauty, is intended to lead man on to a higher destiny.

Therefore,'

cutting through the apparitions and his peregrinations among the philoso-

.

phies, his goal is found to be fixed and true and undeviating throughout
his life.

.'

He was a most convincing speaker-Julian Huxley testified that

he sat up all night trying unsuccessfully to find a f1aw in Russell's
argument about intuitions versus ancestral memories--yet there was no solid

r~-------------41
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He could in one poem warn ot retribution tor sin,

ground in his philosophy.

yet in another speak ot "the dark rapture born where the
mixed with the unholy wine." 29

Breath is

His rejection ot Christianity, tor example,

is an instance ot illogicality strangely a'tip
exhibited in other matters.

H~ly

~ds

wi til the clearness ot thought

"The tault I find with Christianity," he re-

marked on several occasions, "is that it is no more than a code ot morals,

'.

whereas three things are required ot a religion-a cosmogony, a psychology,
and a moral code. It 30

or

the three he considered the first the most im-

portant, the psychic as well as the ethical individuality being determined
by the stage reached in its ascent.

To Simone Ter,- he said:

I read all the sacred books which I could tind, those or
China, Egypt, ot India, or Persia, of Judea, as well as
the mystic philosophers like Plato, Plotinus and Sankara;
and I found truth in all, and a singular identity of
belief; I have found however that the sacred books of
Judea are the least interesting of all and contain less
spiri tual truth than the Bhagavad Gi ta or Upanishads for
example. The Old Testament is a collection of poems and
legends tar more than a collection ot sacred texts which
are profound. 31
And yet, though he affirmed on one occasion that "most ot what
was said ot God w&S in reality said ot _that Spirit whose body is the earth,n3~
and on another occasion that Prometheus was just as historical as Christ, he

29 J,.. E.,

30

!!!:!,

(New York: Macmillan Co., 1931), p. 12.

Egl1nton, Ope cit., p. 166.

31 Gibbon, Op. cit., p.

4S.

32 Eglinton, OPe cit., p. 6 •

•
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contradicted himself again and again, as for example, in writing on the
character of heroic literature:
No literature ever had a more beautiful heart of childhood in it • • • I do not like to speculate on the absence of
this spirit in our later li teratur~ 1l91ch was vitten ' under
other influences. It cannot be because there was a less
spiritual life in the apostles than in the bards. We cannot compare CUculain, the most complete figure of Gaelic
chivaJ.ry with that supreme figure whose coming to the 'World
was the effacement of whole- pantheona ..of divinities. 33
DeBlacam calls him most aptJ.y a "hungry imagination groping in the
world of philosophic ideas.".34

His lack of solid education, joined to a

turbulent imagination and complete, unquestiGning self-confidence, combined

to render him impervious to any suspicion that there might be another and
better path than the one he was following.

st. John Ervine-referring to

his poetry--deprecates the air of adulation which surrounded A. E., which
would in this matter also tend to confirm his belief in the integrity and
soundness of his own thinking.
There is, too, the suspicion in the mind ot the reader, a.suspicion which Egl1nton also reluctantly voices, that the role of heretic
was not distasteful. to him.

"A. E. has left so gentJ.a a memory that it

may seem invidious to suggest that his desire to distinguish himself as a
heretic indicates a certain perversity in his mind. It 35

He quotes a letter

•
33 A. E., Imaginations and Reveries, (Dublin: Kaunse1 & Roberts,
Ltd., 1921), p. 30.

34

Aodh DeBlacam, "A. E. ,It

Catholic World,

35 Egl1nton, Ope cit., p. 129.

ann

(oct. 1935) ,p.99.

43

to Weeks in whioh Russell wrote that he prayed not for enemies, but to have
enemies to keep him alive.

Reoalling A. E. 's essay on John. Butler yeats,

in which he referred to the Irishman IS traditional. love of misohief, one
wonders i f this oharacteristic, this

co~1Rn

to differ from the majority,

is not at the root of his attitude toward the Church •
. It is paradoxical indeed that a philosopher linng in a country

'.

which had cherished Catholioity at such great cost for over eight h1Uldred
years should seek so far afield tor an answer to the craving ot his spirit.
This puzzle may be partially resolved when we recall the not too great
antipathy between Druidism and certain phases of Orientalism, yet there is
much that is incompatible 111 th Western thought.

Russell was severed by

his Protestant upbringing from a share in the beliefs of the majority ot

.

his c01Ultrymen, and even at odds with the less representative sect to which
he belonged, and this breach he deliberately set about to widen.

He held

slight regard tor paternalistic allegiance in the field of conscience.

Tn:

essential. Ireland, as Eglinton, a Presb,-terian, observes, is Catholic
Ireland, and A. E. tel t that his real Jlission was to disseminate heresies
and so to rid the country ot what he called "priestcraft."
became a firm resolve.

This early

yet obviousl,. he was not really bigoted, for many

of his friends were Catholics, and for years he worked in close harmony
•
with Father Findlay in the I. A. o. S.
In his trips throughout the
country, he frequently spent the night in Catholic rectories, and so made a
rather wide acquaintence among the clergy.

Though the association was ever

44
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broadening, it never approached the point where he considered altering his
position or modulating overmuch his zeal.

His antagonism was rather

directed toward the Church as an insti tlltion.

on

the whole, his rebuke

to Kipling best sums up his atti. 1llde:
I am a native of Ulster • • • I have lived all 'IffY' life
in Ireland holding a different faith from that held by the
majority. I know Ireland as tew Irishmen know it, county
by county, for I travelled over Irel~d for years, and
Uls terman as I am and proud of the Ulster people, I resent
the crowning of Ols ter with all the virtue and the dismissal
of other Irishmen as thieves and robbers. I resent the
cruel ty wi th which you, a stranger, speak of the lovable and
kindly people I know • • • Let the truth be mown, the mass
of Irish Unionists are much move in love with Ireland than
wi th England. They think Irish Nationalists are mistaken
and they fight with them and use hard words, and all the
time they believe Irishmen of any party are better in the
sight of God than Englishmen. • • I am a person lIhose whole
being goes into a blaze at the thought of oppression of
faith, and yet I think my Catholic countI7men infinitely
more tolerant than those who hold the fa:1 th I was born in.
I am a heretic, judged by their standards, a heretic 'Who
has written and made public his heresies, and I have never
suffertg in friendsbip or tound JJf3' heresies an obstacle in
life. j
one wonders i t the explanation of' bis whole attitude might not
be found in that brief' moment early in life 'When he decided on five-minutes
thought to reject a God who would punish him "for doing things he had not
promised not to do.-

37

Such a naive conclu.sion offered him an easy

egress trom orthodoxy, and provides a touchstone to an understanding of his

•

~ Reveries, p. 94.

36

A. E., Imaginations

37

Egl1nton, Ope cit., p.

7.
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rationalizing.
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His complete self-assurance, confirmed it seemed by his

.

later visions, seems never to have been shaken, and though JUs humility
never failed to impress those who knew him, it ran counter at times to a
tremendous and dis~ egotism.

We meet.Pin and again the principle
In the Poem "Earth" occur

that man is divine and so far equal with God.
these lines:

'"

How could a beggar wear the kingly crOlm
those who weakly laid the sceptre down
Walk 'mid. the awful beauty God had made
For those whose hearts were proud and unafraid
Careless if on His face were smile or frolm. 38

or

A similar, even more revealing, passage is found in the Poem "Unity,"
wherein man's divinity is unmistakably asserted:
Each fire that in God's temple 11 t
Burns fierce before the inner shrine
Dimmed as my fire grew near to it
And darkened at the light of mine. 39
If this immense spiritual claim can be ignored, the tone that
pervades the great majori ty of his writings is genuinely religious and,
where he does not go off into mystical speculation, admirable.
mental soundness is evidenced in a letter to a friend:

-r

His funda-

do not want you

to become a Theosophist so much as I want you to be always seeking for still
higher ideals of life, to hold always an ear anxious for truth."
valid! ty of his viewpoint is borne out by the following:

.3B A. E., Collected Poems, p. 65.
39 Ibid., p. 294.

40

Eglingon,

Ope

cit., p. 19.

40

And the

•
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With man and his 'Work we must take either a spiritual
or material point of view. All half-way beliefs are temporary and illogical. I prefer the spiri tual wt t~ its
admission of incalculable m;ystery and romance in nature,
where we find the infinite folded in the atom, and feel
how in the unconscio~ result and labor of man t s hand the
Eternal is w o r k i n g . . . .....,
Freedom of the spirit was, above all else, his desire for mankind,
for to him man is enslaved not so much by political domination or social conditi~ns,

'.

as by preoccupation wtth temporal things to the exclusion of higher

reali ties.

He regarded him as endowed wi th high dignity and exalted destiny,

and saw even in the sodden features of the tramp the temporary disguise of
a god who had forgotten for the moment his identity.
If one were to skim off the froth of his more speculative exposi tions, he would find underneath, unchanging through the numerous addi tiona
he made to his philosophy, the essential hunger of the soul for its Maker,
which st. Augustine voiced aDiwhich Russell himself rather poignantly expressed:
Soma for beauty follow long
Flying trace, some there be
Seek thee only for a song 4
I to lose myself in thee. 2
This basic search is certainly orthodox and may be encountered
again aoi again down through the records of revealed religion.

st.

st. Theresa,

Paul, st. Catherine of Siena, st. John of the Cross, and st. Bernard of

~

41

A. E., Imaginations

42

A. E., Collected Poems, p.

Reveries, p. 66.
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Clairvaux, are but a few of the long list Who have expressed in varying ways
similar sentiments.

In this pursuit of union with God lies .his claim to

the title of mystic--that much-abused term whose application ranges all the
way from the genuine seeking of surrender
dre~

~

'WJ,e Absolute, to magic and

poetry, and to all vague emotional reactions compol.Ulded of awe and a

sense of strangeness.

'.

In striving atter an acceptable application of the

term so loosely applied as truly to range fromtbe ridiculous
to the sublime,
.
innumerable variants are found.

There are likewise many methods of approach-

ing an understanding, although probably none on which all will agree.
Helen White, in her study of the mysticism of Blake, with whom
Russell seems to have so much in common, resolves the divergence of views as
regards mystics by compiling a list of those whose names appear most frequentJ.y in their ranks, and deducing certain common elements which may be
taken as suggestive for the class, if not for the individual.

But a study

of the typical mystic presents the field of mysticism at its highest, most""
fully developed level, and that, Wh.1 te cautions, would be like defining
poetry on the basis of Homer, Dante, Shakespeare.

"There would still be

Pope and Morris and SWinburne and \f1lliam Butler Yeats."

43

In a more

determined attempt to catalogue, the field she offers three qualities which

.

may be noted in all typical mystics as the yardstick by which an individual
•
may be measured: "an intense and immediate consciousness of spiritual. reality,

43

Helen C. White, The lIysticism of William Blake, (Madison:
Universi ty ot 1Iisconsin, 1927);'" p. 50.
-
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the extraordinary f'aculty of' spiritual. concentration, and great ethical
strenuousness."

44

In an elaboration of' these characterisUcs she of'f'ers her

explanation of his problem and how, whether Oriental or OCcidental, he seeks
the same goal:
Not all mystics are ascetics in the rather extreme senseu
which that word is usually understood, but all mystics
recognize the essential dualism of man's nature, and the
law of the body warring against the '.aw of' the soul, and the
necessi ty of man's spirit, enlightened and purif'ied, wielding absolute mastery over the law of the body• • • In that
warfare, however, the mystic believes that the spirit of
:ma.n has a powertulally, for he belleves that there already
exists a relation between the soul of man and spiritual
reality. To the Brahmic pantheist, man's soul is an
emanation, a portion of the Universal Soul or A:tman, for
the moment of a llf'etime imprisoned in the body as a
portion of' the air in a room maY' be shut within a vase;
to the Christian the 80ul is • • • the image of God, in
itself' the very stuff' of reaU t,y. It is this relation between the soul of the individual and the World Soul, the
Absolute, or God, th~t makes possible the soul's attainment to direct and immediate contact with Supreme RealitY'
even in this life. And that contact is the goal of the
mystic. 45
Evelyn Underhill, instanoing such varied types as st. Theresa,
Boehme, the Sufis, Philo, and the Kabal1sts, concludes that "almost anyreligious system. which fosters unearthly love is potentially a nursery f'or
mystics."

46

Therefore, in a broad sense, she considers mysticism "the

expression of-the innate tendency of the human spirit toward complete harmony
wi th the transcendental order, whatever the theological formula under ·which

p.

115.

44 Ibid., p. 57.
45 Ibid., p. 58.
46 Evelyn Underhill, }6ysticism, (London: Methuen

& Co., Ltd., 1911),
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that tormula is understood," but avers that the greatest mystics have been
Oatholic saints.

47

She detines the "soul's solitary advent-ure" in the

superb words ot Plotinus as

I

the tlight ot the Alone to the Alone. f

she calls ita "highly specialized torm ot

~t

48

Again

search tor reality, tor

heightened and completed lite 1Ib.ich we have tound to be a constant characteristic of human consciousness." 49
On the basis

ot Russell's goal, his "intense and lifelong conscious-

ness ot spiritual reality, and his pursuit of self-perfection, then, he may
be admitted to the ranks ot the mystics, though obviously not ot the great
mystics.

And inasmuch as he rejected Christianity, though practicing all

its virtues, he cannot be considered one ot the Christian mystics.

His

visions, while they may have served as a means to an end, seem in themselves
to have done no more than point his spiri t to a world beyond this, however
widely that world tell short of the mark which Christian! ty defines and
beside which all other religions and philosophies seem wholly inadequate.

1tod

despi te his claim, one wonders atter reading his poetry how much genuine
happiness was his.

For the most part a plaintive note runs through all of

it, a suggestion ot spiritual misgiving, a suspicion of having somehow lost
his way.

Is not

this

the undercurrent of the proem to his Collected Poems?

•

47 ~.,

p. x.

48 Ibid., p. 98.
49 Ibid., p. 111.
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When I first discovered the King in His Beauty,
I thought I would be the singer of the happiest songs.
Forgive me Spirit of my sp1r1 t, for this. • • though I
would not, I have made the way dark and thorny and have
wandered in too many by-_~, imagining JqSe1f in to

.

moods that held Thee not • .50

1- ...,

Sean 0'Fao1ain raises the same question:
one dares to guess at a few things. one guesses that men
1I1"i te against what gnaws them; that our subjects are our
own complexes; 'Which is not to be tr1te and say barely
that a Free Trader will see Free l'raae in a primrose by the
river's brim, but to say that he is a Free Trader because
his soul is stiff with. emotional tariffs. One wonders,
that is to say, wheth.er A. E. did not protest too much
about the value of tlpersonal experiences of the spirit" 51
and whether he was sure about his own "deeps of life."
This much is certain, nevertheless; whatever the deficiencies of
his ph11osophT and the digression of his religious quest, his eyes were never
withdrawn from contemplation of eternity, and h.t.s energies never halted. from
the pursuit of that perfection which should insure his goal.

His master

passion-whatever he engaged in, painting, poetry, or social work-was the
search for sp1r1 tual reality.

"..

As he himself confessed, "thought, from what-

ever it set out, ever led to the heavenly city." 52

Thus while he lacked

the conviction which flows from a philosophy grounded on divine revelation,
the essential goodness of the man and the sincerity of his lifelong search
could not fail to bring him 'Wi.thin the soul of the religion he repudiated •

•
50

A. E., Collected Poems, p.

vii.

51 Sean O'Fao1ain, "A. E.,1t LoneloD Mercury, XXXVII: (Dec., 1937),

p. 218.
52 A. E.,

~

Oandle

~

Vision, p. 113.

OHAPmR III

.

A. E., POET, ARTIST, DRAMATIST

If the Theosopbic Lodge had sent :,J.:..; E. exploring down many dark
avenues and devious paths and always away from the heights to which Ohristianity led on the greatest poets, by a seeming compensation it gave him the
nucleus of a public and introduced him to EnJand and the United states.
Through the instrumentality of Charles Weekes, a fellow Lodge member, poems

whioh had appeared in the Irish Theosophist were published in Dublin under
the ti tle Homeward:

Songs ~ ~ ~ in 1894, and the welcome accorded them

led to the publication of a companion volume, Earth Breath
in

1897. The reaction in Dublin was most favorable,

~

other Poems,

and the repeated

success which greeted the second book established A. E. as the supreme poet
of cODtemporary m;ysticism, second only to Yeats in' the poetic literature of
the Rev!val.
Time has no t borne out the judgment rendered then, though it has

not taken away his title of poet.

Others have come along, among them his

own proteges, to claim the place he oocupied for a brief interval..

In

authority and influence, however, Russell never lost his preemilient position
in the Oeltic Revival.

•
Among the many paradoxes in A. E. 's nature, none is more curious

than this-that a critic whose fine sensitivity and judgment were valued
by poets of greater genius could be so undiscriminating in the writing of

51

52
his own Terse.

This seeming incongru1 ty is at once a blemish and a mark ot

And his verse was ot no little moment to him. ,Every line he hacl

his poetry.

ever written he remembered and cherished.

It mattered less what people said

ot him in other respects; if his poems were 1E"Glembered and appreciated, his
soul was content, and though this vanity may be pardoned, it can scarcely be
The answer doubtless lies in what was to him the sacred origin

overlooked.

'.

ot his verse--not in the joy of creation alone, but in the record ot an ex-,
parience which transcended reality, of those moments when he felt one with
the IBfini tee

For A. E. was above all things a religious poet, and the

mysticism of his nature breathes through the whole of his verse.

It is a

rare poem indeed which is not 1Iritten in the mystical strain-the occultism
of the Vedas and Upanishads ever in the background.

In the preface of his

first book of poems, his creed is stated plainly, and he remained faithful

to it to the very end of his poe tic career:

ttl know I am a spirit and that

,..

I went forth in old time from the Self-Ancestral to labors yet unaccomplisned,
and filled with homesickness, I have written tbesesongs by the way." 1
In this declaration is the summary of the whole message and
tendency ot his poe try.

If like Blake he diTined a mission, unlike him, he

pursued it wi th genuine humUi ty.

Conviction of man's identity with the

Divine, the Ancestral Self of Eastern philosophy, from l\hom we are temporarily

•
divided, came to him in those moments of vision which he commemorated in his

1 .A.. E., Homeward:, Songs by the Way, (Portland, Maine: Thos. B.
Mosher, 1904).
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poems, and therefore his poetry was doubly precious to him.
verses are the expression, almost crude, of the beliefs

tha~

"Sometimes his
have rooted them-

selves in him, the best are the embodiment and often the perfect expression
of moral institutions, t1 explains Eglinton. 2 • 'Seldom do they fail to reveal
deep-rooted ethical convictions.
He sought to show beauty as the symbol of greater majesty, to

.

reveal Divine Beauty, and to demonstrate the place that each holds in the
universali ty of spiritual perfection.

yeats referred to A. E. as "the one

poet of madem Ireland who has moulded a spiritual ecstasy in verse," 3 and
just as supernatural beings intrude in his early paintings and capture the
attention, so his mysticism penetrates almost every line. of poetry, its
force ever impinging on the reader.

If it were not tor this compelling quest

for the ideal he might have been content to explore the beauty of nature
per

.!!,

and so to revel wi t.h an artist.s abandon in the external loveliness

which so moved his soul, yet it seemed that beauty served to lead him on,"
rather than lure him away.

He was seldom tempted to forsake his mission in

order to indulge his fancy.
If one were to trace back the thought of A. E., one would find at
least three main threads:

Platonism, which is of course common in poetry;

Indian mysticism, the peculiar extension of the cult of the East; and, most
•
2 John Eglinton, itA. E. and His Story," Dial Magazine, LXXXII
(April 1927), p. 274.
----

3 William John Tu.cker, nrhe Celt in Contemporary Literature,"
Catholic World, CXLVI (March 1938), p. 651.
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evident of all, pseudo-pantheism.
Things of the sense, those copies of the ideal in the heavenly
place, led his thoughts inevitably to the lost home.
beauty made his distrustful of it:

;.).

But his delight in

..,;.,

Oh be not led away
Lured by the color of the sun-rich day
'!he gay romance of song
Unto the spirit life doth not belong
'4o
• • • • • • • • • • •
Be it thine to win
Rare vistas of white light
Half-parted lips, through which the Infini te
VUrmurs its ancient story 4

The same thought is repeated in Janus:
Image of beau ty, when I gaze on thee
Trembling I waken to a mys tery
How through one door we go to life or de§ th
By spirit ld.ndled or the sensual breath>
'lhe element of infinity which he sought was supplied by the
mysticism of the East.

This he explored to the lim t of his powers.

Behind

all his images and emotions lay the complicated conoeption of a life anterior
to the present, and of the present 11ved primarily in relation to that hal.fforgotten pre-existence.

All his life he sang of those moments of rapture

which he glimpsed in vision reminding him of his destiny, absorption into
Universal Being.

His poems therefore are but expressions, but conveyinces.

4 A.

E., Selected Poems, (New York: Macmillan Co., 1935), p. 29.

5 A.

E., Collected Poems, p. 129.

,

55
substance was to him only a thick lqer of transparencies under 1fh1ch the
spiri tual un1verse revealed itself to his vision.

o'Grady,

But thankf!l to standish

the inspiration of Celtic mytholC!>gy diluted the influence of the

East and became fused into his poetry.

Yet au-sell has never been primaril;r

an Irish poet in the sense of stephens, Lewidge and Yeats, though he gloried
in the thought of being one.

salist.

Davidson observes:

Where they were nationalists, he was a univer-

'.

WWhere Yeats and Stephens have seen the world

in terms of Ireland, A. E. has seen Ireland in terms of the world.

Always a

mystic: • • • he has been concerned with the types of things and not 'With
particular examples.- 6
The pseucio-pantheism, a sense of the all-pervading powef who
speaks s)'Dlbolically to man from the Itdumb brown lips of earth, n forms a
tidrd and most unmistakable strand in the web of his poetry. 7 It is this
characteristic which contributes to his unique position in Irish letters.
The earth, the star, and man are one, and the intensity of his revelation ....
glows through the lines of much of his verse.

For A. E. the very earth

under his feet had its mystic message:
I heard them in their sadness say,
It!he earth rebukes the thought of God;
We are but embers wrapped in clay
A little nobler than the sod."
•

(M~

6 Edward Davidson, "!hree Irish Poets," ~ English Journal, XV
1926), p. 328.

7 A. E., Collected Poems, p. 37.
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:aut I have touched the lips of clay,
Mother, thy rudest sod to me
Is thrilled with fire of hidden day,
And haunted by all mystery. 8
His poems of nature are therefore

~

ship of the diverse manifestations of divinity.

kind of orison, in their worThey take on almost the same

measure of ardor as those fervid expressions of the metaphysical school.

He

emphasized that his verse was all conceived ani written in the open, air, yet
too little of the vision of the eyes went into its making.

Sharp sensuous

detail was sacrificed to such phrases as "the lakets pale leaden amethyst,"
"the honey-suckle scented glade" --abstractions, rather than accurate perceptions, oapable of substitution by similar phrases without loss of meaning.
He supplanted personal experience by mystical interpretation.

His belief

in the divin:i ty of nature did not give him any special insight into the lite

of nature, or offer a convincing explanation or interpretation.

And this is

because the painter and the poet in him had to share with the mystic.

'!he ...

artistts sensuous delight in form and color is indicated in the "Great
Breath":
Its edges fOQJDed with amethyst and rose
Withers once more the old blue flower of
day:
There where the ether like a diamond glows
Its petals fade away.
A shadowy tumults tirs the dusky air;
Sparkle the delicate dews, the distant shows;
The great deep thrills, for through it everywhere
The breath of beauty blows. 9

8 Ibid., p. 34.
9 Ibid., p. 9.

•
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In the lines addressed to a flower is a picture resplendent with tints and

shades:
To build its
What DQTi.ads
And what gay
Brough t down

palace walls of jade
toiled in dark and cold:
traders from t~e·.....sun
its sapphire and its gold J 10

The poet's delight in grace is apparent:
Those delicate wanderers,
'.
The wind, the star, the cloud
Ever before mine eyes
As to an altar bowed
Light with dew-laden airs
Offer in sacrifice 11
Dawn, dusk, twilight, were moments of lingering delight.

Night held a special

rapture for him, as this, one of many references, indicates:
Twilight, a blossom gray in shadollY valleys dwells
Under the radiant dark the deep blue-tinted bells
In quietness reimage heaven within their blooms,
Sapphire and gold and mystery. What stol'ange perf'umes,
Out of what deeps arising, all the flower-bells !ling
Unknowing the enchanted odorous song they singJ
Oh, never was an eve so living yet: the wood
Stirs not but breathes enraptured quietude. 12
In his simpler moods he is often convincingly devout:

And one thing
Was whispered
How God was a
Whose home is

after another
out of the air
big, kind brother
in everywhere. 13

..

Eglinton discusses the difference between A. E. 's nature-worship
and that of modern poetry, accepting Wordsworth as representative of the group:
10 Ibid., p. 337.
11 Ibid., p. 54.
12 Ibid., p.

55.

13 Ibid., p. 112.
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In Wordsworth who was of a philosophical turn, the contemplation of nature produced a state which was a 'Wonder to
himself, and which he made many attempts to describe,
though he never quite succeeded in telling what happened
within himself. But he certainly insisted, as do all
the bierophants of nature, that 'impulses' proceeded from
nature to his own being. Dl lrordf1lRrth ts case these impulses produced a power of imaginative language in which
he far transcended the ordinary level and a certain courage
in proclaiming as truths, ideas which on soper reflection
he was a little disposed to explain away. 14
Russellts point of view regarding

tie divinity of nature may be

found in his own words:
I believe of nature that it is a manifestation of
Deity, and that because we are partakers in the Divine
Nature, all we see has affinity with us, and though now
we are as children who look upon letters before they
learn to read, to the illuminated spirit its 01lll being
is clearly manifested in the universe even as I recognize
11f3' thought in the words I write. Everything in nature
has intellectual significance and relation as utterance
to the Thought Ollt of which the UDiverse was born, and we,
whose minds were made in its ima.ge, who are the microcosm
of the macrocosm have in our§elves the key to unlock the
meaning of that utterance. l!;l
It is inevitable that A. E.ts poetry should be compared with Yeats'
for they were by general recogni tion the two leading poets of Ireland.

Al-

though time has tended. somemat to emphasize their dispari ty, they once were
closely linked.

Their associa.tion began in youth, and while frequently

interrupted, cpntinued until Russell ts death.

'lbe early intimacy broke d01lll

wi th the passing of time, and the element of antagonism crept in, yet -there

14 Egl1nton, p. 244_

15

.1- E., !he Candle of Vision, p. 114.
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was never a formal. break between them, and they collaborated in later years.
In spite of the growing breach, in important projects they were able to overlook personal and sometimes major differences.

It was inevitable, too, that

a certain rivalry should have entered into t.hQ;i.r personal relat.ions, for the
Dublin literary world of that t.ime split into two factions.

Padraio Colum

states that those who tired'of A. E. went over to Yeats, and those who got

'.

no support from Yeats went over to A. E. 16 unfortunately for Russell, though
he was more aware of yeats all his life than of anyone else in the world, that
rivalry did not carryover into his verse.

Had he but emulated some of his

friend's qualities or yielded to his leadership, his own poetry would have
gained immeasurably.
Their divergence might be said to begin with their poetic aims.
Closely akin in many respects, these were the avenues along which each
traversed solitary paths.

Both desired a spiritual renascence for Ireland,

and both sought it through the instrumentality of Beauty.
was to be a subjective purSuit.
rest of the world." 17
which haunted him.
attained.
words.

With Russell, i.('

"If I raise myself," he said, "I raise the

His goal was to pass on that vision of Eternal Beaut.y

If he could achieve this objective, his mission was

Yeats believed that the spiritual is impotent until clothed in

..

In his critical writings he stressed the religious aspect of poetry,

16 Padraic Colum,
XCIV (March 1938), p. 228.
17 Eglinton,

OPe

If

'!he Faith and Works of A. E.," ~ Republic,

cit., p. 18.
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but tended to think of the poet as a priest rather than as a saint.
the poet speaks for the masses; with Russell he is

identifie~

With him,

wi. th the masses.

As T. S. Eliot notes, yeats felt the want of a religion, and having no
sympathy vdth any established creed, lookedtdl; one in art, in the manner of
Matthew Arnold. 18

ItI ••• made a new religion, almost an infallible church

of poetic tradition, of a tardel of stories • • • passed on from generation

'.

to generation by poets and painters with some help from philosophers and
Yeats confessed. 19

theologians,"

Thereupon he set about reorganizing

Irish poetry to make it "distinguished and lonely." 20 A. E.'S remark"that
yeats "maybe regarded as the pivot around which Irish literatQre turned from
instinctive to conscious art," is also a key to the distinction between the
two men. 21
Poetry came to A. E. from a kind of intuition; the burden of his
verse lifts his utterance to the song of a prophet.·· No seer of old held his
calling in greater reverence than Russell.

()l

the other hand, interested ...

as Yeats was in the supernatural, he chose the austere and implacable pursuit
of an artistic ideal as the highest form of religious service.

His pragmatic

viewpoint is perhaps nowhere better illustrated than in the following:

.
18 Louis :tlacNeice, The Poetry of W. B. Yeats, (London: OXford
Universi ty Press, 1941), p. 23-:•

19 Loc. cit.
20 Ibid., p.

52.

21 A. E., Living Torch, p.

257.
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I thought one day if somebody could make a style that would
not be an English style, and yet would be musical and full
of color, many others would catch fire tram him ~d we
would have a really great school of ballad poetry in
Ireland • • • Then with a deliberateness that still surprises me, for • • • I have never been qui te certain that
one should be more than an artist.. :"7 •• I set to work to
find a style and theme to wri~ about that the ballad
writers might be the better.
.
'lbe sincerity of his purpose and the uncertainty ot its attainment

'.

is made evident in the statement of his early goal:
work in Ireland has continually set this before me:
How can I make my work mean some thing to vigorous and
simple men whose attention is not given to art but to
a shop, or teaching in a National School, or dispensing
medicine? I had not wanted to "elevate them" or "educate
them" as these words ~e understood, but to make them
understand my vision. 3

My

Yeats at one time ot his life wrote ot himself as a mystic, ;yet
though he believed in mystiCism, he did not seem to have evidenced in any
unusual degree direct mystical experience.

Certainly he did not have the

same claim to that title as A. E., and he would have been the first to adm:rt
that more correctly he is a symbolist.

Both poets, of course, made use of

s,mDols, but Yeats did not succeed in subordinating them to the expression
of truth as A. E. did.

The latter had a spiritual message to convey, and

his deep sincerity in his mission is in contrast to Yeatsl digressions.
Ernest Boyd contends that whereas Yeats became enamoured of the instrument
•
22 Morris, Ope cit., p. 39.
23 William Butler Yeats, 'lbe Cutting of an Agate, (London:
-Macmillan & Company, 1919), p. 64. -

.'
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and lost sight of its purpose, A. E. was so enrapt by the reality of his
vision, that the end dominated the means.

24

His "Symbol S~duceslt is a

repudiation of Yeats' conception of beauty.
And while I sit and listen there ......,
The robe of beauty falls away
From universal things to Whe~
Its image dazzles for a day 5
MacNeice makes an interesting analopr between the two ppets.
denies Yeats'

claim to being a

~tic,

He

but adds that the lack of mystical

experience is not necessarily a liabili ty, and offers the work of the two men

to prove that it might even be considered an asset:
If I may borrow a simile which Yeats himself used in
another application, he was like tancelot who nearly
saw the Grael. He believed in the Grael, divining its
presence (to use Plato's metaphor), he made great efforts
to achieve direct vision., Bu t i t was perhaps jus t because
he lacked this direct vision that he was able to write
poetry. Would not Lancelot bave been able to give a
better account of the Guest than Galahad? Galahad, I
feel, would have forgotten the road in the goal achieved
'and have lost6hiS h'WllaD. feelings in that superhuman
experience. 2
Nor is yeats a philosophical poet in the sense that A. E. is.
lacked the deep conviction of the latter.

He

The philosophical element of his

poetry is to be found in its form rather than in its content.

Like Donne

and Pater he had a basic concept of style, but his view of lite will be
found in his essays rather than in his verse.

A. E., on the other haAd, was

24 Ernest Boyd, Ireland's 11 terary Renaissance, (Dublln: )[unsel &
Company, Ltd., 1916), p. 230.
"

25

A. E., Collected Poems, p. 27.

26 MacNe~ce, Ope cit., p. 12.

in continual

~pprehension
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of abstract ideas, of the meaning or significance

underlying the appearance of things.

APprehensions alone, left Yeats dis-

satisfied--he must also comprehend.

In this sense there was little of the

mystic in 'Yeats-he had to have his feet on.UW ground.

To achieve an

understanding of universal qualities, Yeats made use of the particular Irish
appearance of things.

He made many excursions into European literature, but

all his poems, even those later, purer verses 'ire stamped with his nationality,
whether by a curious turn of phrase or an idiom of the Irish voice.

This is

despi te the fa.ct that he gradually whittled away fr.oll his poetic style eV8r-r
element that was not the absolute essence of his artistic individuality.
While .1. E. held his native land in equal regard, its idiom does not so
dominate his verse.

The bahi t of mind whereby he saw every natural phenomenon

as a symbol of higher beauty is rather 1I0rdswortbian.

He did not discover

the immanence of God in the untransformed beauty of·. nature as the English

poet did, but his vision enabled him to see nature transmuted and transformed.

A. correspondence has been noted between his mood and that of

Traherne IS in childhood:
The corn was orient and immortal wheat which never
should be reaped nor was ever sown. I thought it had
stood up from everlasting to everlasting. The dust and
stones of the street were as precious as gold; the· gates
were at first the end of the world. The trees when I
saw them first through one of the gates transported and
ravished me. 27

27
p. 698.

"F!ve Modern Poets,"

~

•

Living Age, CCCXXXII (April 1927),
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There is in A. E. 's poems a singular fusion of earth and heaven,
pagan and Christian.

Celtic mythology is not a mere

decora~ion;

he used it

because it was intimate and present as a living world, representative of tnat
found everywhere.

The ancient myths of

Ire~

represented a symbol of the

ul timate spirit of reality which he was concerned to find, yet apart from
the symbol he was not interested in Irish legend.

'.

one cannot dismiss his

Irish backgrolUld as of no influence whatever, but his verse compels belief
that it would have been practically the same without that infiuence.

He

could and did appreciate the true character of Gaelic genius, its cold yet
passionate realism at the one pole, its unquenchable idealism at the other,
but his verse was not sufficiently Gaelic to make his work part of the main
stream of Irish letters.

As for yeats, so completely did he identify himself

wi th Ireland that he may be said to conjure up the very landscape of Eire in

one's mind, particularly in his early verse, in a way that Russell succeeds
in doing in none.

A. E. 's background therefore lacks the vividness of Yea~ t.

His poetry refers to the Irish scene but al.ways in a rather indefinite way.
Edward Davidson comments:
The wild swans of Yeats are seen at Coole; his lake isle
belongs to Innisfree. A. E. would have reduced them respec tively to swans anywhere and a lake isle nowhere. In
faet he does not appeal. to the human consciousness of the
un1 versal. scene by means of the typical appearances of a
•
particular local scene. An Irishman reading his poetry
will easily recognize some adumbration of the Irish
countryside, but one who has never been in Ireland will
find 11 ttle that is unfamiliar8to stand between the verse
and his understanding of it. 2
28

Davidson, Ope cit., p. 328.
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A rather captivating comparison of the two poets appeared shortl,.
after the turn of the century:
Mr. Yeats sees the concrete visions of the Without he
tollows the track of the red-sashed people in green,
catches glimpses of red-gold hair.~d faces pale as
"wa tar before dawnIt J he haunts that square whi te door in
the hillside-known in the fairyland topography of all
nations--which swings open at nightfall to loose the
fairy riders on the world • • • A. E. fS eyes gaze on the
Wi thin; his visions are imma terial,the visions of the
soul who seeks in i t8 own depths to grasp the imaged
memories of stars which shone on it in a bygone not yet
obli tera ted eternity:

As in ancient hours ere we
Forgot ourselves to men. 29
In "Connlafs Well,"

"The Children of Lir," and in the "Call of the

Sidhe, It there is the fusion of the local and the universal, a union lending
an indefiniteness which. oarries out the mystic impression.

The legendary

lore of Ireland is yoked with Eastern m;ysticism, and the result is a poetry
which is specificaJ.ly Irish but predominantly universal in its appeal.
its wider application, however, it seems to have lost some of the power of
Yeats t more local conjuring.

An interesting contrast in treatment of the

same subject may be secured from Yeatsf "Hosting of the Sidhe lt and A. E. fS
"Call of the Sidhe. It

The magic of Yeats--his &bili ty to delight the ear and

the eye ot the. imagination-is soon manifest:
The hos t is riding from Knocknarea
And over the grave ot Clooth-na-Bare J
Caoute tossing his burning hair
And Niamh calling: "Away, come away
Empty your heart of its mortal dream.

•

29 itA School of Irish Poetry,n Edinburgh Review, CCIX, (Jan. 19(9),

p.

97.
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The winds awaken, the leaves whirl round,
Our cheeks are pale, our hair unbound,

our

breasts are heaving, our eyes are agleam,
arms are waving, our lips are apart;
And if any gaze on our rushing band,
We come between him and the deed of bis hand,
We come between him and the hope.9t...,his heart.
Th.e hos t is rushing twixt night and day
And where is there hope or deed as fair
Oaoilte tossing bis burning hair
And Niamh oalling "Away, oome away." .30

our

'.

Against this rush and neep, the dreamy, mad! tative, mystical
qualities of Russell seem even more marked:

Tarry thou yet, late lingerer in the twilight t S glory:
Gay are the hills wi th BOlli: Earth t s faery ohildren leave
More dim abodes to roam the primrose-hearted eve,
Opening their glimmering lips to breathe some wondrous story.
Hush, not a whisper 1 Let your heart alGne go dreaming.
Dream un to dream lIlq pass: deep in the heart alone
Murmurs the lf1ghty One his solemn undertone.
Canst thou not see &down the sUver oloudland streaming
Rivers of faery light, dewdrop Gn dewdrop falling,
star-tire of silver flames, lighting the dark beneath?
And what enraptured hosts burn on the dusky heath 1
Oome thou away with them tor Heaven to Earth is calling
These are Earth's voice--her answer--spirits thronging.
Oome to the Land of Youth: the trees grom heavy there
Drop on the purple wave the starry f'rui t they bear.
Drink: the immortal waters quenoh tfte spirit.s longing.
Art thou not now, bright one, all sorrow past, in elation,
Made young with joy, grom brother-hearted with the vast,
Whither thy spirit wending ruts the dim stars past
Unto the Light of Lights in burning adoration. .31
'!here is no real comradship wi th the anima] world to be fOUDd in
his poetry, suoh as one meets in old Gaelio literature, or for example; in

30 William Butler Yeats, Oollected Poems, (lew York: Macmillan 00.,

1933), p. 61.
31 A. E., Oolleoted Poems, p. 218.

Yea ts' charming poem "To a, Squirrel at KYle-Na-Gna":
Come play with me
Why should you rWl
Through the shaking tree
As though I'd a gun
To strike you dead
When all I would do
Is to scratch your head
And le t you go. .32
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His closest approach to this perhaps is to be Iound in the first verse of
"'lbe Nuts of Knowledge It :
A cabin on the mOWltainside hid in grassy nook
Where door and window open wide that
frieruUy stars may look
The rabbit shy can enter in. the winds may
enter free
Why throng around the mountain throne in
living ecstasy • .3.3

Yeats, comparing himself' with Lionel Johnson wrote truly, ftI was
more preoccupied wi th Ireland • • • and while seeing all in the light of

...

European literature, found my symbols of expression in Ireland.".34 MacHeice
agrees with him, adding, "In revivini Irish literature he revived himself,
was saved from spending his time in the adulteration of foreign 'Wines.

He

may have at times distorted the meaning of Ireland, but it was Ireland that
gave body to his poetry.".35 Russell, on the contrary, became more and more
a citizen of the world.
some of its poignancy.

As his perspective broadened, it seemed to have lost
His reaction to Easter Week illustrates the trend of

.32 Yeats. Collected Poems. p. 81 •
.3.3 A. E •• Collected Poems, p. 158 •
.34 Yeats, Cutting of an Agate. p • .39 •
.35 llacNeice, op.

c~. ;-p.

52.
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his thought.

His in! tial aloofness gave way to profound emotion, and in that

mood he wrote commemorating the dead.

Then he remembered others who loved

Ireland but died on European battlefields, and hoped by his words to reunite
the two bitterly antagonistic elements of

h:¥·~ountry.

The development of

this universality led him to write in the poem "llichael"l
We choose this cause or that, but still
lbe Everlasting works Its will
...
The slayer and the slain ~ be
Kni t in a secret harmony. .30
It appears again in his angr,y reproof
We are less children of this clime
Than of some nation )'at unborn
Or empire in the womb of time.
We hold the Ireland in the heart
More than the land our eyes have seen,
And love the goal for which we start
More than the tale of what has been.
• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •
We would no Irish sign efface
But yet our lips would gladlier hail
The firstborn of the Coming Race
Than the las t splendor of the Gael. 31
But this un1versali ty- of concept is in Russell's case carried too far-the
poet is unable to cope with the mystic.

His spiritual apprehensions are

conveyed in terms too nebulous to awake an answering respcmse in the reader.
yeats expresses this idea in describing his verse as "endeavors to capture
some high imp~pable mood in a net of obscure images. lt .38 And because his
•

36

A. E., Collected Poems, p. 368.

37 Ibid., p. 230.
38 Yeats, Autobiographies, p. 308.
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verse takes shape from a gentle, scarcely perceptible moulding, as compared
with Yeats' crisp, incisive chiseling, it does not strike

o~f

those bright

sparks that dazzle and delight.
Comment;tng on his imagery one

cr~'f.ic

makes an interesting dis-

tinction between his problem and that of the metaphysical school.

A. E., he

says, starts with something familiar, about which EIIlotion can be felt, and

.

makes it strange, lhile the metaphysical starts with the strange and makes
it fUliliar.

This is done by using terms to describe the ordinary and

material, lIhich are commonly used to describe the costly or the spiritual.
Thus a boat is crystal, a city is opal, a bruised wild orchid. is a crushed
jewel.
It is, of course, important, both in order to express
A. E. 's ideas fully and in order that his poetry may
remain flesh and blood, that the boat should not be lost
in the crystal, or the bruised orchid in the crushed
jewel. And that is the danger of these general epithets
which are not descriptive or in any way precise. They
are Uke the images in the Song of Solomon, in which one
exoellence is aescribed by comparing it with another. But
in the Song of Solomon the excellence to which the original
excellence is compared is in itself very much nesh and
blood, whereas gold or opal or seraph winds are exceedingly vague as used by A. E. It is usual to call such images
poetical, but we should rather say that they are no longer
poetical, that they are no longer flesh and blood. But
they do at any rate, carry with them a weight of poetical
association 1Ihich is so vast that we entirelY' forget the
boat or the citY', because of the overpowering infiuence
•
of the epithets that describe them.
39

39

Living Age.,

OPe

cit., p. 698.

.'

70

It has been advanced that Russell had too v&t$t a kingdom of the
spiri t to reduce it to expression, and this seems to be the. apprehension in
his line "'1'00 rich a freight may founder, It

40

~d

of such poets of Thompson, Orashaw, HerbertJl,
cited.

but this has not been true
ma.ny others who might be

Where they succeeded, perhaps his diversity of interests held him to

less intensive efforts.

or it Jlight be truer to say that he did not make

sufficient effort to convey his experience.

.tat heights he might have

reached as a poet, it is useless to conjecture, but that his verse would
have profited is beyond argument.

,And here again may be seen another and

.

fundamental cleavage of viewpoint with Yeats.

reverence of his art and of the office of poet;
dedicated to the cultivation of his genius.

The latter lived in constant
consequ~ntly

his life was

111 th this as an end, then, he

was alwqs able to direct his energy into more definite channels.

He dream-

ed of gathering together fragmentary Irish writings into a great 11 terature,
and thus to give Ireland an artistic criterion by means of a poetic

hierarchy.

He hoped to do for Ireland what the Arthurian legend had estab-

lished across the sea.

His early work drew heavily upon Irish myth and

folklore and upon the verse and theory of the French Symbolists.

It abounded

in supernatural beings out of Celtic legend, and fantastic creatures like
the boar with red bristles signifying winter and death.

Bllt he very quickly
•
grew weary of the ceremonial style which seemed to stress cadence at the

40

A. E., Collected PoeDlS, p.

1.,

3~.

p

expense of reality.

·'

Realizing the shortcomings of his methods, he quiokly

put himself aright, and by rigid disoipline suooeeded in

pr~ng

away the

elabora tion and extravaganoe of his early verse by ballad writing and by a
preliminary prose statement of the substano, 'ot his poetio ooncept.
short of perfection oontented him.

Nothing

His labor after an exacting standard

of beauty was llfelong, and that standard varied endlessly, sinoe with growth,
appreciation of beauty alters.

He was not wiJout phases and digressions,

but the tenacious adherence to purpose was rewarding to an extraordinary
degree.

'!'his is probably noteworthy in its contrast to Russell who never

attained that same satisfaotion.

When Yeats became involved in Ireland 1 s

political struggle, he abandoned the color and. elaboration of his early
lyrics for a less rhetorioal rhythm and a more direct phraseology.

But he

never failed to find in the dream of a free Ireland, in the imagery suggested
by her landsoape, an unfailing fount for his art.

Babbette Deutsche writes:

"He • • • continued to draw sustenance from a native landscape which • • • ~
offered to his more active imagination the equivalent of what the Lake landscape offered Wordsworth.

In marrying the Irish landscape to Cel tio myth

he made the two equal, and in all his poetry the physical. is nowise shamed
before the supernatural."

41

In abandoning the rioh, romantio coloring whioh be had first used,
•
he determined to remodel his style, to make it "as oold and passionate as the

41 Babbette Deutsohe, This Modern Poetry, (New York: W. W. Norton
& Co., Ino., 1935), p. 171.
----

dawn," 42

.'

an achievement which admi.ts him to the metaphysical ranks.

analysis also he followed the meticulous scrutiny of this school.

12
In his

Deutsche

comparing him with Donne observes;
He has not Donne's curiosity aboqJ; '..ilurrent ideas, • • ~ t
he has Donne's energy and wit, his intensity and his selfawareness. He is like him. too, in having yoked together
two parts of a personality lIhich almost seem two selves:
the mystical and praptlcal, the attentive Platonist and
the active patriot. 43
'.
With Russell it might be proper to say that there was no cleavage

between the selves.

The JII1Stic and the practical man existed side by side,

but the mystic was in control, there was never a struggle for domination.
The discipline which Yeats imposed on his art, Russell imposed on his
character.

His poems, whatever their value as word pictures to the poet,

were essentially declarations of faith.

Unlike Yeats, he was not a conscious

artist, his work was seldom if ever revised.

Yeats reveals:

• • • A line will take hours, maybe
yet if it does not seem a moment's thought
44
our stitching and unstitching has been naught.

This is confirmed by MacNeice' s study:
He was never one of those who wri tes as the bird sings.
Both his themes and his images are selected rather than
spontaneous • • • • As a poet he was as deliberate as Vergil
• • • In spite of his Romantic genealogy he had a Roman
liking for the poet in a formal niche; poets were to be
members of a priesthood, handing down their mysteries to
their successors and conferring 1Ii. th one ap.gther when they·
wished to develop or modify their ritual. 4~
42 Ibid., p. 200.

43 Loc. cit., p.
44 ;;Ne~, OPe

45

Ibid., p.

124.

200.

cit., p. 30.
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This confession may be set against that of A. E. in the preface to his
Collected Poems, wherein his less classical philosophy of composition is
set forth:
I have omitted what in cold..r..;hours seemed to me to have
failed to preserve some heat of the imagination; but in
that colder mood I have made but slight revision of those
retained. However imperfect that seemed, I did not feel
that I could in after hours melt and. remould and make perfect the form if I was unable to do.,j.so in the intensity of
conception when I was in those heavens we breath'6for a
moment and then find they are not for our clay. 4
His principle then is in direct contradictlon to T. S. Eliot's convictlon
that Ritis not the 'greatness', the intensity of the emotions, the components, but the ,intensity of the artistlo process, the pressure, so to
speak, under which the fusion takes place, that oounts." 47
Russell's method has its perils.

Certainly

It dismisses the responsibility of the

artistic while sublimating it to a higher authority.

Where Yeats asserted

his credo that Itwords alone are certain good," Russell used them merely as A
the accompaniment of the idea, a device for the expreSSion of the poem's
raison d' e tre.

"Carrowmore, It

ttBy the Margin of the Great Deep," and other

poems which call up pictures of the beautiful Irish countryside 'are primarily?
acts of faith; consequently in these and in all his poetry the same images
recur.

He wrote over and over of dawn and of twilight--periods most favor-

able for meditation, but indicative too of the nebulous twilight quali·ty of
46 A.. E., Collected POems.

p.

49.

47 T. S. Eliot, The Sacred Wood, (London: Methuen & Co., 1920),
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his verse.

'!he world of the spin t seems a world of the disembodied moving

in a roseate ether; the world about him seems to haTe been .glimpsed through
a veil, or, as it were, in subdued mood.

Where Yeats used words with the

utmost precision, as llacNeice emphasizes, :lift'•• E. they were subservient to
a scarcely expressible spiritual meaning, a meaning which would be impaired
if the words were too explicit.

The vague, the ephereral, the fleeting, were
4his tools, and he handled them with too 11 ttle discrimination. "The Great

Breath,tt which has often been quoted, Ddght be selected as a typical. poem:
Its edges foamed with amethyst and rose
Withers once more the old blue flower of day:
There where the ether like a diamond glows
Its petals fade away.
A shadowy tumult stirs the dusky air;
Sparkle the delicate dews, the distant snows;
The great deep thrills, for through it everywhere
'lbe breath of Beauty blows
I saw how all the trembling ages past,
Moulded to her by deep and deeper breath,
Neared to the hour when Beauty brathes her last
And knows herself in death 4
To say that it fairly represents him at his best and yet is an
early poem, illustrates the great distinction between Yeats and himselt-lack of growth.

'!ha t failure to retine and refine frequently leads to poetic

stagnation, is clearly illustrated here.

There is, with slight exception,

a sameness of imagery, of theme, of meter and rhythm in his verse.

.-

To the

last he never avoided either cliches or the most conventional diction.

48

A. E., Collected Poems, p. 9.

OVer

and over recur the words "starry," "mist," "diamond," "crystal. If

.'
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'rhe artist

in him.rejoiced in the use of color--rose, purple, blue--and in the sparkle
of precious stones-opal, ruby, diamond, a.methyst--but these are typically
the soft misty colors of the Irish landscape;, '..iUld the imagery therefore tends
,

to be heightened rather than descriptive.

The workmanship is frequently

defeotive, the obvious word seldom avoided, and facile epithets like "mystic,"

.

"dreamy," and tis tarry," often produce the effect of hurried rhetoric rather
than intimate realization.

the general, the vague.
to the rose.

He rejected the incisive, the particular, for

The cloud was preferred to the rock, the rainbow

The abstract drawn. upon too constantly dulls the impression.

Every stone or blade of grass is a
whole.

~bol

contained in the symbol of the

He idealized everything, while Yeats generally idealized only his

personal emotions.
than quick.

A. E. is declamatory rather than subtle, eloquent rather

He desoribed rapture but never cononunieated it.

His poems

leave one dissatisfied because they laek what he gave every evidence of
possessing, character.

Their universality.seems the legacy of a tradition

rather than the achievement of an indiVidual.

The impersonality one feels

in his verse is largely due to the fac t that he dealt in general ideas,
Which, as Yeats pointed out, were not self-won, as Thoreau's and Emerson's
were, from nature and human! ty.

•
Most of his lyrics are variations on the one theme, expressions

of but one facet of his mind.

Their subsequent monotony stems from the fact

that the greater part of his verse was written as the result of a religious
experience mose expression he was unable to convey in words.

His command

.'
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of technique was unequal to the task of communicating in verse, as he admit ted

to Yeats:

"I hate letting any prose pass which is not as

can make it.

w~ll

united as I

I can revise my prose though I cannot easily revise my verse. ,,49

yeats 1

analysis of his friend' s.p.mB is interesting, though its

indictment must be somewhat modified through its tendency to over-stricture.
"There are fine passages in all, but these will often be embedded in thoughts

.

which have evidently a special value to the writer's mind, but are to other
men merely the counters of an unknown coinage • • • so much brass or copper,
or tarnished silver at best. If 50
peasant, a half-crazed visionary:
covets the world."

Then he cited the exclamation of an old

"God possesses the heavens • • • but He

That insatiable desire reversed was, he thought, re-

fiected in A. E. IS aspirations:
This old man rises before me when I think of X. Both
seek, one in wandering sentences, the other in subtle
allegoric poetry, to express something tthat lies beyond
the range of expression. 1 . Both have • • • the vast and
vague extravagance that lies at the bottom of the Celtic
heart.
When Russell toured America in 1932 he was drawn into a discussion
of American poets and poetry which is most revealing.

He confessed that his

preference ran to Whitman and Emerson--with whom indeed he has often been
compared-but- that he found Poe mechanical, artificial, and repetitious l
The moderns were dismissed as perfect in technique but lacking in feeling,

49

J. Patrick Byrne, itA. E., Poet and Man,"

~~,

nVIr

(1941), p. 243.

50 "A School of Irish Poetry," Edinburg Review, CCIX (January
1909), p. 115.

~
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writing verse "woven out of the brain and not at all of the soul." 51

lhe

subject matter too-workmen, machine mills, drunkards--he be.lieved unsuitable for poetry.

A:Br3' Lowell and her followers he rejected because vers libre

was distasteful to him, alien to his spiri t.~ understanding.

"Perhaps

the difference lies in the fact that America is young and Ireland beautifully
old.

You have mechanical endeavor; we have suffering and trw tion.

'.

to say which has touched the fountain of poetry?"

Who is

52

How apparent here is his tenacious grasp on tradition, his dislike of experimentation, and how strong the contrast between his passive
acceptance of his art and yeats t

aggressive pursuit of its perfection J

Yeats defied conventional rhyming and evoked music in every line.
into the most conventional me trical cliches.

A. E. fell

Yea ts tells of a visit wi. th a

mutual friend, a "learned musician, ~ who was asked to listen to their verses.
He relates that Russell was surprised to learn that he did not make each
poem to a different tune, but that he made them all to two quite definite ...
tunes which are, it seems, like very simple Arabic music: "I varied more
than Mr. Russell, who never forgot his two tunes, one for long and one for
short lines." 53
Stanley Kuni tz seems to strike at the core of A. E. ts poetic
deficiency when he writes that the virtue of A. E. did not permeate his
•

51 R. C. Feld, "The Opinions of A. E.,"
CIlI (November i921), p. 9.

52

Loc. cit.

53 .uJ"'W
~e, -=-__
Ope cit . ,p. 243 •
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Century llagazine,
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verse because Russell evidently never regarded poetry as in itself an act of
the spirit, exhaustive ot the whole man.

His time, he

expl~s,

was absorbed

by Ireland, his intellect consumed by the spiri tuali ty of the East.

Wi th

these all-engrossing demands on his vi tali ty:, '..there was li ttle else of much
moment or concern.

on that day • • • when walking down a country road near
A.rma.gh, he 'saw' all at once in a Dl<jIl81lt of overpowering
joy, the godhead divided among all created things--on that
day before he became a poet, A. E. renounced poetry. In
surrendering his allegiance to formal poetics he abandoned
as well all pretense to the mechanics of the art. The contentions between good and evil, body and soul, death and
life-these rocks upon which our poet~ is bull t-were
henceforth to be but shadows to him. 54
The intensity of personal passion is rarely felt in bis poetry;
indeed it could be more truly said that seldom is a wholly human emotion
glimpsed through bis verse

consequently love lyrics, the fount from which

most poets draw their deepest inspiration, were in A. E. the outcome of
pure transcendentalism:
Do you not feel the white glow in your breast, my bird?
That is the flame of love I send you trom afar:
Not a wafted kiss, hardly a whispered word,
But love itself that flies as a white-winged star

. . . .. . . .. . . .. . . . .. . . . . . . .

Do not ask for the hands of love or love's soft eyes:
They give less than love who give all, giving what wanes.
I give you the star-fire, the heart-way to paradise
111 th no death after, no arrow wi th s tinging pains. 55

54 Stanley

J. KUnitz, "The lIiddle Way"

1931), p. 278.

55

J,.. E. Collected Poems, p. 100.
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In "Whom We Worship,"

herepudiates

the love of lips and eyes
'lbe ancient w~s of love
for
..

4•

• • • whUe the innermost with music beat
The voice I loved so long
Seemed only the dream echo faint and sweet
Of a far sweeter song.
• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • •

But ah, my dreams
Not to
But with the high
In its

within their fountain fell;
be lost in thee,
ancestral 10ve5~o dwell
lone ecs tasy.

Even more explicitly he states his cool mysticism in "At One,"
I would not have you near, for eyes and lips might ~
The silence where we meet and star is lost in star. ~7
and in "Illusion,"
Oh beauty, as thy heart o'erfiows
In tender yielding unto me,
A vast desires awakes and growH
Unto forgetfulness of thee. 5
A.ll his lyrics were wri tten in the same spiri t, in calm and
quietude of soul, divorced trom passion, renouncing to attain a higher fulfillment, and tinged with tenderness and often an unspeakable sadness.
suggest nothiag so much as a preoccupation with matters immaterial and
•

56 Ibid., p. 171.
57 Ibid.:, p.

42.

58 Ibid., p. 175.

They

·'

formless, and definitely detached from daily experience.
The same note of sadness is echoed by Yeats in

80

.!!!! Shadowy Waters:

Yet never have two lovers kissed but they
Believed there was some other ne~ at hand
And almost wept because they cd'ltia not find it. 59
But Yeats passed from this mood and. in the amazing vigor of his later years
was to draw upon springs of energy which his youth did not find, to develop

•

a capacity for response to the purely sensual which flushes his abstractions
wi th life.

If Russell's deficiencies have been made more glaring by comparison with the foremost poet of his time, it must not be construed that he
had no claim to the title of poet.

He is repetitious, he is monotonous at

times, as critics charge, but if the poetic fire burned rather waveringly
and somewhat dimly upon occasion, it nevertheless burned, and shows in many
a felicitous phrase and

m~

a beautiful picture, and certainly in sincerity
,.....

and nobill ty of thought, a potentiality which lack of real craftsmanship

kept unrealized.

If his work is pale in color and limited in range, he

achieved in his best verse a delicate and individual beauty.

nA SllJDD1er

Night" with its response to the invisible things of nature, its intimaey
and sensitiveness to her most delicate moods, is a charming poem; a critic's

blue pencil could have made it a distinctive one.

Where the demands tor

mere refinement of anything like the arts of poetry were called for, Russell

59 William Butler Yeats, Collected Plays, (New York: Macmillan
and Company, 1935), p. 151.

failed to respond. with adequate vigor.
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.A. shorter poem may illustrate the

fact:
Dusk wraps the
Each chimney.s
Mounting aloft
Pillars the

village in its dim caress
vapour, like a thin gray rod
through miles of qJ.1:Wtness,
skies of God.

Far up they break or seem to break their line
Mingling their nebulous crests that bow and nod
Under the light of those fierce sta::Q.9 that shine
out of the calm of God

Only

in clouds and dreams I fel t those souls

In the abyss, each fire hid in its clod

From which in olouds and
Into the vast of God

~eams

the spirit rolls

The third stanza is an anticlimax to a charming beginning.

Its omission

would increase rather than impair the value of the poem, yet A. E. allowed
it to encumber and vitiate an otherwise artistic concept.

The second stanza

is less objectionable, but its "fierce stars" shining "out of the calm of
God" is apt to give the reader pause.
"Dawn- is another, though less marked, example of his failure to
refine.

The initial stanzas achieve a delicate beauty and. interest which

the poet fails to maintain.
Still as the holy of holies breathe the vast,
Wi thin its crystal depths the stars grow dim;
Fire on the al tar of the hills at last
Burns on the shadowy rim

}loment that holds all moments; white upon
The verge it trembles; then like mists of flowers
Break trom the fairy fountain of the dawn
The hues of many hours.

60 A. E., Collected Poems, p. 10.

•
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Thrown downward from that high companionship
dreaming inmost heart with inmost heart
Into the common daily ways I slip
My fire from theirs apart 61

or

An explanation for this strange deficiency may be found in the
•

origin of his verse and his poetic praotioe.

4'?

His poems which arose from a

process of subconscious meditation, came to him frequently in fragments-he might have to wait days before the succeediJ.1g stanzas would spring into
his mind.

In one instance there was a lapse of thirty years.

It would seem

then that the initial inspiration was the core of the apprehension, and the
succeeding verses mere extensions of the concept.

This would account for

the weakness, the anti-cllmax, of much of his poetry.
In trying to discover the secret sources of poetry, Russell wrote
an account of the inception of several of his poems.

Because he found that

they would often spring Ml-fiedged into consciousness, tttashioned by an

...

he inferred "an

art with which the waking brain had but little to do," 62

interior creator of poetry and myth, a being with prenatal wisdom which exists
in all of us trying to become self-conscious in the body.

I'

63 Hence his

,

reluctance to revise or rework What he felt were "miracles out of the psyche."

64

His passivity doubtless derives trom a belief--confessed to yeats-that

in his next reincarnation he would reaJ.ize his desires in art and poetry•

•

61 Ibid., p. 12.
62 A. E., Song ~.!.!! Fountains, (London: Macmillan & Co., Ltd.,

1932 ), p.

24.

63

,A..

E., Ibid., p. 52.

64

Ibid., p.

58.
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A merry note, one seldom sounded in his verse is heard in "Frolic, It
The children were shouting together
And racing along the sands
A gliJlDller of dancing shadows
A dove like flutter of hands.
.,
The stars were shouting in heaven
The sun was chasing the moon:
The game was the same as the children's,
They danced to the self-same tune.

.
.

..

'';'

The whole of the world was merry,
One joy from the vale to the height,
Where the blue woods of twili ght §Ilcircled
The lovely la1ll1s of the light. 65
"Old tines" is written in the same vein:
The boys with their golden limbs
Shine out through the tawny glare.
They race, and after their heels
The shadows in purple flare.
They dance from the sand to the sea
And shatter its blue as they pass,
Till the tide is frothy with light
And glimmers with bubbles like glass.
A.nd
Are
For
The

Michael, Rory and Teige
aglow with the Sun and the Wind;
unto their rapturous youth
ancient nurses are kind.

fDey drink the oldest of wine.
It sparkles like fire in their clay,
A spirit breathed in the wa~s
Ere. Time had buried a day.
"Reconciliation" has much to commend it.

There is greater strength, better

rhythm, a suggestion in it of Whitman whom he admired:

65 A. E.,

Collected Poems, p. 21.

66 Ibid., p. 327.

I begin through the grass once again to be
bound to the Lord;
I can see, through a face that has faded
the face full of rest
Of the earth, of the mother, my heart with
her heart in accord,
As I lie 'mid the cool green t.e.ses that
mantle her breast
I begin wi th the grass once again to be
bound to the Lord.

.'
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am led to j.he throne
of the King
For a touch that now fevers me not is forgot ten and far,
And His intini te sceptred hands that sway us
can bring
Me in dreams from the laugh ot a child to
the song of a star.
on the laugh of a Child 1 am borne to the
joy of the King. 61
By the hand of a child I

"Dark Rapture," too, written in alexandrines is one ot his best.

In movement

and diction it is reminiscent of Yeats.

A.b., did he climb, that man, higher to heaven than I,
Babbling inarticulately along the road
His drunken chaotic rapture, lifting to the sky,
His wild darkness, his hands, his voice, his heart that glowed;
Gazing with intoxicated imagination on
The dance the tireless fiery-footed watches make
1brough unending ages on the blue, luminous lawn?
Ob, could that maddened will, those riotous senses break
Into the astral ecstasy, for a moment teel
The profundities? Did he offer his sin to the Most High?
or was he like those spoUers who break through and steal,
No.t by the straight gate, into the city of the sky?
I heard him cry GOD in amazement as if his eyes
•
Saw through those reeling lights the one eternal Light.
Was that madness of his accepted as sacrifice?

61 Ibid., p. 298.
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Did tire tall on him from some archangelic height?
I, who was stricken to dumbness ot awe, could not endure
lb.e intolerable vastness still to the uttermost ~tar.
Was it not enough the heart humble, contrite and pure?
Must hell with heaven be knit ere the ancient gates unbar,
lb.e Plerolla open? I hurried, unaccepted, forlorn,
From the deep slumbering earth, .~ heavens that were not mine,
Hearing murmurs still trom the dark rapture born
lIhere the Holy Breath was mixed with the unholy wine. 68
Close as was his bond with nature, he did not retreat to poetry

to escape the sordid.

touchstone to objectivity here.
beauty.

•

His intimate experience with reality probably was the
Even in the crowded city street he tound

The degradation ot the city slum did not appall his poetic sense,

and where others would perceive only squalor, to him
The
stars appear
ot er the prodigious, smouldering, dusky, city
flare.
The hanging gardens ot Babylon were not
moretair
Than these blue flickering glades, where childhood in its glee
Re-echoes with tresh voice the heaven-lit
ecstasy.
Yon girl whirls like an eastern dervish. Her
dance is
No less a god-intoxicated dance than his,
Though all unknowing the arcane fire that
lights her feet,
Wha t motions ot what starry tribes her limbs
repeat.
I,·too, f'iresmitten, cannot linger: I know
there lies
Open somewhere this hour a gate to Paradise,

68 A. E., Vue, p. 12.

•
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The trams were transfigured for him as
the high-built gli ttering galleons
of the 8 treets
That noat through twilight rivers from galaxies
of light.
Nay in the Fount of Days they rise~.., they
take their flight,
And 'Wend to the great deep, the Holy Sepulchre,
illose dark misshapen folk to be made lovely there. 69
ille human! tari ani sm which was to
of his life shines through his verse.

f~

an outlet through 80 much

It is again and again apparent that

man, the principle object of his lyre has both his share in the scheme of

things as well as his obligation of fraternal guardianship.
saw even in the drunken outcast and beggar the royal line.

His compassion
So he sang:

Ere I lose myself in the vastness and drowse
myself ~th the peace,
While I gaze on the light and the beauty
afar from the dim homes of men,
May I still feel the beart-pang and pity, loveties that I would not release;
May the voices of sorrow appealing call me
back to their succour again.

....... ....... .......

Not alone, not alone would I go to 11lY' rest
in the heart of the love;
Were I tranced in the innermost beauty, the
name of its tenderest breath,
I would still hear the cry of the fallen
. recalling me back from above,
To go down to the side of the
who
weep in the shadow of death.

peop,8

69 A. E., Collected Poems, p. 30.
70 Ibid., p. 153.

•
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New volumes of verse appeared rather frequently from his pen, yet
each contained a large percentage of poems already publish.ed.

And it would

appear that Homeward, The Earth Breath, and The Divine Vision-the last
published in 1903--contain the best of A•.1:;'"
were collected and published in ,1913.

'!hese and some later poems

Gods of War was an outcry of bewilder-

ment at the European disaster, a denunciation of the guilt of the nations

.

concerned, and a stern warning of wrath to come.

Voices of the stones, his

next important volume, appeared ten years later, in 1925.

The dedicatory

verse inscribed to Padraid Colum seems to announce a change:
I have made these verses in a rocky land
And I have named them Voices of the stones
Although they do not keep that innocence
Was shed on me when quiet made me kin
To the cold immobile herd. All things have
changed
From primal nature save these stones: all things
Since Eden, bird and beast and fin, have
strayed
Far from that shining garden of His thought:
We also. only the humble stones have kept
Their morning starriness of purity
Immu table. Being unfallen they breathe
only unfallen lite; and with my cheek
Pressed to their roughness I had part regained
MY morning starriness, and made these songs
Half from the hidden world and halt from this. 71
Yet this book and those which followed from his pen,
~,

The House

2!.

~

Weeping, Enchant-

1'1 tans, and Vale, reveal preoccupation wi. th the

themes, handled often beautifully, but in the familiar manner.

71 Ibid., p. 301.

s~

His longer
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poems were in general less successful.

ttThe Dark Ladylt was an attempt to

solve the mystery of Shakespeare's Sonnets through intense DJ.editation upon
the riddle.

Selected Poems represents the last act Russell performed before

his final illness, the assembling of the h~d odd poems he wished most to
be remembered by.
Frank O'Connor throws a very interesting light upon the paradox

.

of Russell, claiming that at the basis of all his thinking was a habit-forming
oomplex-hahi ts of phrasing 'Which velled and obscured the really sensitive
and acute perceptions of his mind, habits which inhibited the less responsive
ohannels of expression.

"His own poems, as often as he repeated them • • •

never ohanged a comma • • • a thing I oould never understand, for he was the
first one to point out to me that language is finite and the beauty of verse
wears away by repetition. 1t 72
protest at Yeats'

As an illustration, O'Connor cites Russell's

revision of his early poems.

On this soore, however,

MacNeioe takes issue, urging that here A. E.' S ori tioal judgment was superior
to that of Yeats, that the latter's poems by their very nature demanded the
digni ty and simpUoi ty, even the languid quali ty of the early lyrical

73

treatment.

In genera.l, O'Connor's argument appears very soundj oertainly

he has the weight of intimate aoquaintenoe to support it.

He continues with

his theory:

•
72 Frank O'Connor, "Two Friends,"

1939), p.

64.
73

Yale Review, XXIX

Ma.oNeice, Ope oit., p. 71.
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That habit-forming complex was allover his conversation, his poetry, his prose, his painting. Critics accused
him of vagueness and platitude • • • and it was hard to
defend him. But for myself I feel certain that those
vicious tricks of style which made him obscure a really
individual perception in language where repetition killed
all sense of wonder, were habits ;pt... phrasing picked up
heaven knows how or where in boyhood • • • • It is the same
with his poems and pictures. Heaven knows from what early
study of Nonconformist hymns a man so alive to the magic
of poetry-and poetry simply bubbled from him-picked up
those barbarous, jangling rhythms; J,he metrical equivalent
of cliches--though there are cliches enough. 74

.

To this conclusion, A. E.'s poems compel assent.

Relying solely

on inspiration and produced effortlessly and in abundance, they were written
without the anguish of the artist, and the sadness which

~s

greater part of them reflects an unsatisfied creative urge.

through the
ItHe can never

have known the utter emptiness of the artist who exhausts himself in one
supreme effort and feels there can be nothing more to say, n 75
O'Connor.

concludes

Probing for the answer to Russell's lack of growth, he adds:
I tell myself that he was a dilettante, but a
dilettante is a nature lIithout passion and energy, and
he had both. I tell myself that he was too impatient
to do anything that required labor, and that was partially true, but why did he allow himself to be guided
into those few patterns? • • • A life that was all
externalisation, an art that was all disguise, a philosophy that was a prison for an abounding nature-what was
the reality? Was there some sort of failure to shak~
off his boyhood and accept the dialectic of life? 7
•

74 O'Connor,

Ope

75 ~., p. 73.

76 ~., p. 80.

cit., p.

67.
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He comes to the conclusion that "there was too much daylight in
1. E. to nourish poetry," and recalls the "bright glare upon the crude colors
of his canvasses aIJi the masses of shadow among the fiickering candles in
yeats • • • • These two things might almost _

taken as symbolical of the

contrasted objectivity and subjectivity of the two men." 77

.

O'Connor's slighting reference to Russellts paintings refiected an
opinion not generally shared, for it was1hought by many that he had artistic
talent in marked degree.

A. E. himself said that he felt nature had intended

him to be a painter, but here again his mysticism seems to ha.ft exerted its
unfortunate influence.
He was about sixteen or seventeen when he entered the Dublin
Metropolitan School of Art, where Yeats was also a student.

Russell remained

only six or seven months, securing admission to the Royal Hibernian Academy
of Art on the test of a small drawing.

The instruction here, in his opinion,

was sadly inadequate, but it was all he was ever to have and was terminated
when Russell felt that art was a besetting temptation which must be mastered

,

if his spiri tual life were not to be stunted.
George Moore relates the story told him by John Hughes, a student
at the Art School at the same time and later a distinguished sculptor.

With-

in a few weeks of A. E. ts enrollment, teacher and students alike were amazed
at his talent for drawing and composition, and at the ease with which he was

77 Ibid., p. 74•
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able to sketch the naked model from sight.

"TUrning from the model he de-

signed a great assembly of gods about the shores of the lake renowned in
Celtic tradition.

'Compared with him we seemed at that time no more than

miserable scratchers and soilers of paper. ,.,'. 8 While no proof of genius

.J

in the field of art, nevertheless such an indication of abill ty does augges t

a student of great promise.

.

In api te of every evidence of talent and of the support and encouragem.ent of faculty and students alike, he laid aside his brushes because,
as Yeats recalled, his "will was weak and must grow weaker i f he followed
any emotional pursuit." 79 Eglinton asserts that A. E. told him positively
that his reason was a financial one, and since the one thing certain in A.E. 'a
character was his sincerity, it is probable that both elements entered into
his decision, with the religious motive predominating, as it did in every
instance in his life.

Art was hereafter to become not an end but a means by

which he might live more purely and intensely.
In the years spent in Pim' s warehouse he produced numerous small

water colors, generally mystic or symbolic in nature.
I. A.

o.

S., he began to sketch small landscapes.

When he joined the

Those which have survived

of the period show plumed deities sitting in council among the clouds, or
ascending and descending in many-colored spirals of flame.

78 George Moore, Ope cit., p. 350.
79 Yeats, Autobiographies, p. 304.

•
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According to Eglinton, his painting in oil began early in the
twentieth century, 'When Count Casimir Markievicz settled in .Dublin and persuaded him to join the Countess and himself in an exhibition of paintings.
It proved to be an artistic and financial s'L\c("ess, and he continued to exhibit regularly for the next ten or twelve years.
were purchased for the Dublin MUnicipal Collection.

•

Several of his canvases
Ernest Boyd describes

these pictures of his early and middle years with their introduction of superhuman phenomena, in somellhat the same vein as A. E.

fS

explanation of them:

Sometimes an angelic Being will hover above a plougher
as he works, sometimes the body of a woman appears rising
out of the ground. The abrupt juxtaposition of such
figures in an otherwise ordinary landscape is characteristic. These supposedly supernatural phenomena are as mueh
a part of the natural scene as the material objects the
artist is painting. He simply describes what he sees.
The poet and artist being closely related in A. E.-the
themes and coloring of their work is identieal-we find
in his verse the same peculiarity as in his painting. 80
As he grew older he lost his taste for symbolic and
paintings and confined himself mainly to pure landscape.

mythologic~

The sand dunes of

Donegal with their great sweeps of eoast were a favorite site for the artist,
and his son Diarmuid recalls that summer after summer he would set off for
the spot and return with twenty or thirty sketches to be finished at leisure
during the 'Jd.n.'ter.

A. E. said of Donegal that it was one of those places in

the world where fairies and gods could be seen and heard.

•

These visits to

the coast were always a source of inspiration and a lifting of the spiri t,

80 Boyd, Ope cit., p. 225•

~
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furnishing him with a renewed belief in the occult, if my were necessary.
He stated:
The earth is a person, a goddess. • • • Just as in
our bodies there are certain parts which are more in
contact with impressions than 0'f;.4e~, like the eyes • • •
so it is with the earth. There are certain places in her
body which are sensi ti ve, and beings, strangers to us,
can be manife~t more easily in those places. Donegal is
one of them. 1

•

Professor Thomas Bodkin was among those who saw in his work a
streak of genius:
He had a fine sense of color, a great gift for composition.
His draughtsmanship, particularly in figures left occasionally much to be desired. But had he painted day in and
day out, there can be no doubt that he would have taken 8
rank as one of the most noteworthy painters of his age. 2
He mentioned a landscape frieze which was apparently destroyed by fire in
the Irish Civil War as a "composition well realized, of extraordinary
It certainly was A. E. 's masterpiece." 83

loveliness.

...

His resemblance to l\lrner in his intoxication with light and many
hues is supported by Monk Gibbon's statement that in his pa:i.ntings he captured the translucency of the Irish scene, "that mysterious quality in which
the earth itself seems alive, radiating its own vi tali ty."

84

If, as it

seems, he was meant to be a sensuous painter of landscapes, it is the greater
pi ty he lacked the discipline to perfect his art.

81 Eglinton,

OPe

cit., p.

78.

82 Ibid., p. 67.

83 Loc. cit,.

84

Gibbon,

OPe

cit., p. 35•
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Contact with European art was what many of his friends desired
for him.

He made one or two visits to Paris, but though he. did not fail to

visit the Louvre, his stays in the city were too brief and came at too late

.

a period in his life, to bring about any noY.i.eeable change in his work.

His

knowledge of the technique of painting was very slight and as a result some
of his pictures deteriorated.

'.

Eglinton tells how he would start to work on

a sun1i t scene, and his vision changing as the work proceded, the resul t
might prove to be a nocturn.

Consequently the layers of paint superimposed

upon each other without opportunity to dry out, tended to go opaque and to
crack.

He adds that the only medium he used was turpentine which, when used

to excess, induces fissures in the pigment.
Art, according to Russell t s own testimony, gave him his happiest
moments.

He looked forward from the midst of busy days to Sundays devoted

to painting, and his home and office were filled to overflowing with picture

...

after picture of plumed spiri t forms with names issuing from their spines,

looking something like red Indians; or of Irish sea weed gatherers approaching the brow of a hill at sunset, with red light streaming behind them,; or
of children pl¢ng on the beach, wading or running races.

Aside from the

release of spirit, the joy of expression, his son states that through his
paintings Russell was able to supplement his modest income by as much .as one
hundred and fifty pounds a year, though his prices for his canvases were
extremely low and must have anneyed other artists.

He concluded that his

father must have come to realize this, and for that reason stopped showing
his piotures.

.'

95

Discussing a trip with A. E.through the Louvre, Eglinton
mentions his preference for Fra Angelico's nCoronation of the Blessed Virgin,"
and to a lesser extent, for the Watteaus, and for the moderns, Monet and
Rousseau.

nIn painting he looked first fol."'9t1te dream, the record of some

visionary beauty, then he was concerned with the technical rendering of
light.n 85

'.

The concern for the ndream n was consistently the touchstone of
his whole life.

Mysticism again spurred him away from the normal outlet

ot

his gift, and tinged that gift, as it did his poetry, with a strange exotic
quality, weakening it in a way all art is weakened when it loses contact
wi th reality.
He had tried his hand at another art form at the t.urn of the
century, but had evidently fOWld drama uncongenial to his taste or too demanding of the craftsman, and after one play had submitted no more, though
there was a partially written comedy fOWld among his effects.
In Ireland poetic drama had been developing since 1892, when
Yeats'

'!he COWltess Cathleen had been produced, but it was not destined to

advance independently of England for a few years.

The success of poetic

drama on the Continent may have been the impetus needed.
Belgium,

Rostan~

Maeterl1nck in-

in France, Hauptman in Germany, D'A,nnunzio in Italy, .and

Stephen Phillips in England were writing in the pattern earlier seen in

85 Eglinton, Ope cit., p. 187.

.'
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Brand and Peer Gyn t, the dramatio poems whioh preceded Ibsen's sooial aM
ethical. plays.

In Ireland poetic drama was to attain a new. signifioanoe not

only by reason of its intimate connection with the Celtio Revival, but because the A.bbey theatre was to

beOOll8

to the "orld the symbol of the spiritual

rebirth of a dying nation.
In Europe the first sign of a revolt against the conventional

•

theatre oame from Paris and spread rapidly to London.

Ibsen's and Shaw's

works were supplemented in 1893 by George Moore's Strike at Arlingford and a
year later by yea ta ,

Land of Heart's Desire.

In 1899 The Countess Cathleen and Martyn's Heather Field were
aoted by an English cast on the Dublin stage under the auspioes of the Irish
Literary Theatre founded by the two playwrights and Lady Gregory.

1heir

three-year plan for an experimental spring season in Dublin oame to an end
in 1901.

William and Frank Fay, stirred by the new forces at work abroad.,
",.

wanted aotors temperamentally and teohnioa1ly adapted to the interpretation
of Irish drama, and material whioh had not yet been presented on any stage.
Learning that A. E. had an unfinished play about anoient Ireland, theY' persuaded him to oomplete it.

Russell brought Yeats to one of the rehearsals-,

and the latter beoame so enthusiastic that he gave his Cathleen ni Houlihan
for production bY' their compan;y.

Thus it happened that in April 1902.the

Irish National Dramatic CompanY' presented these two plays, a performance
which marks the real beginning of the Irish National Theatre.
first time

p1~s

Here for the

written bY' Irish playwrights had been acted bY' an Irish

companY' and directed bY' an Irish producer.

It was reallY' and genuinely Irish,
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supported by all the factions and cliques in the Ireland of that time.

Thus

while the Irish Literary 'Ibeatre had its origin in the cosmopolitan dramatic
movement, the Fay's Irish Dramatic Company was closely allied to the Irish
Li terary Movement, which found i ts

inspira~dlJ

in the Gaelic Revival.

Deirdre, one of the most famous of Celtic folk tales, was the
tragedy which Russell essayed-a legend only less

kn01l11

than that of Iseul t

and the subject of poets and playwrights from ~ir Samuel Ferguson down.
is not as easy story to retell dramatically.

Iven Yeats'

It

version, though

undeniably good, does not rise to the heights we might expect of him.
Dorothy Hoare 86 mentions that there are two Versions of the tale, and in
both versions, two parts.

'Dle first deals with Deirdre's girlhood and

elopement with Naisi, and the second with their return and death.
serves that

~

She ob-

dramatization of these is generally either too verbose or

else omits much effective material.

A. E. 's play is guilty of the first

error, yet its failure is due not so much to that mistake as to the fact 't1tat
it is on the whole mechanical and unmoving.

Its first act-like the first

stanza of his poetry so often--is the best.

Here as in verse, the lack of

sustained beauty is apparent.

As the subject becomes less ideal and more

realistic, the play falls off steadily.

The characterization is both poor

and inconsistent. O.nchober who is presented in the first scene as a king who

•
above all else seeks for justice, becomes at the end completely devoid of

principle.
Hoare, ~ Works of Morris ~ yeats in Relation to
Early Saga Literature, (Cambridge university Press, 1937), p. 127.

86

DorO~y M.

.'
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Where A. E. divided the action into three scenes, Yeats heightened the dramatic tension by telescoping them into one, the homecoming of
Deirdre and Naisi to their death.

It is interesting to note that Syngefs

trea"bnent of the same theme developed into, ~haracter study of the woman
Deirdre.
The play did not terminate A,. E. fS connection with the Abbey
Theatre.

•

Darrell Figgis 87 claims that the presidency of the Irish Literary

Theatre was first offered to Russell, who declined it and suggested Yeats
for the position.

Later, the search for permanent headquarters for the

company and the fact of that presidency gave the leadership to yeats.

This

account is not mentioned elsewhere, but Lady Gregory and others confirm the
fact that A. E. was made vice president of the Irish National Dramatic
Society, a position he held for a few years, relinquishing it possibly be-

...

cause of disagreement with the policy of Yeats.

Russell fa contribution to the dramatic movement is again evidenced
only by the intangible.

His single play, simple and not too successful,

added little if anything to the theatre, but in his stimulation and encouragement of the other playwrights and in his unfailing interest and
sumpathy ldth the aims of the Dramatic Society, he must be considered a
definite, if unseen, force.

87 Figgis, Ope cit., p. 136.

..
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CHAPTER IV
THE WORLD OF PRAC TICAL AFFAIRS
By taste and sympathy, by natural. 'e,ndowment and temperament

Russell would appear to have been intended for the sheltered life of an artist
or poet.

While obviously Dot as highly gifted as yeats, he nevertheless had

•

talents of a high order, which attention and cultivation could have rendered
distinctive.

His success in the world of practical affairs then is the

more surprising and reveals anew the many-sided nature of his genius.
If his early mee ting wi th yeats was to become a turning point in
his life, his introduction to Sir Horace Plunkett was to prove even more
momentous, for with no abandonment of interest in the arts his energies were
now directed into channels Which

~sticism

could no longer mislead or blight,

but in lIhich the spirituality of his nature was to be an asset, equipping
him as it did with an over-all understanding of the nature of man's relati~

.

.

to his environment.

Confessing that his preferences ran along other lines,

he revealed that duty alone brought him out of his pleasant seclusion:

"My

conscience would not let me have peace unless I worked with other Irishmen
at the reconstruction of Irish life." 1

So successful was he in helping to

solve the problems of rural Ireland that in 1930 Secretary of Agriculture
•
Wallace sUDDIloned him to the Uni ted states to lecture to groups on agricultural cooperatives.

1

A,.

It was not that these were peculiar to A. E. 's native

E., Imaginations ~ Reveries, p. vii.
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land; it was rather the success--and the promise of success--which they
brought to a land which centuries of injustice had relegated to a state of
backwardness strangely inconsistent with the Celtic natural genius.
It would not be feasible in on~ !hort chapter to attempt the
history of the troubled and tragic past of Ireland.

•

Yet without some con-

sideration of that past it is impossible to understand the economic and social.
situation and the true significance of the cooperative movement.
story is fQmiliar.

•

The general

The country's isolated position saved Ireland from Roman

conquest and permitted it to achieve independently and wi th but minor interruptions a comparatively high state of civilization until the twelfth
century, lIhen the land fell victim to English conquest, a virtual deathblow.
This disaster like a cancer took hold slowly, but in time ef.fectively consumed the productivity o.f the country.
In the opinion o.f many experts Ireland might easily have become..
a prosperous agricultural country.

A mild climate, abundant rainfall, and

over .fi.fteen million acres o.f arable land, emphasize her agricultural
potentialities, a .fact which absence o.f coal and iron deposits only serve to

,

point up. "There should have been abundant crops .for all, even though diversification was not always possible.

In place of promised prosperity, however,

there is a history of .famine and the greatest poverty and distress.

Histori-

cal events gi.ve the explanation.
Before considering the land problem, it must be recalled that if
the people were .forced to look to .farming for a livelihood it was because

101
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Ireland t S manufacturing industry and commerce-a well balanced and promising
industrial development--were crushed by the English Navagation Act of 1698.
Similar prohibitions and restrictions were imposed upon the country solely
for the profit of the conqueror and with ne -eonsideration for the people
affeoted.

The paralyzing Act of Union in 1800, followed by the Industrial

.

Revolution proved an equally effective, if not so openly malicious, hindrance
to development.

Not until 1824 when complete free trade with England was

established did manufacture attempt its slow revival.

By that time it seemed

useless to essay a recovery of lost ground for it was hopelessly outdistanced
and outmoded.
Since no manufacture existed there was no alternative but farming
as a means of subsistence.

'l'he original Celtic land system of communal.

ownership with individual occupation had long been foroibly replaced by
confiscation into the hands of a comparatively few large landowners.

These

,..

rarely vis! ted their property but entrusted its management to middlemen who
in turn were primarily interested in the amount of rent that could be

extorted.

It was an Englishman, Lord Chesterfield, who commented on the

callousness and greed and misery this system nurtured:

"The poor people in

Ireland are used worse than negroes by their lords and masters and their
"

deputies of deputies of deputies." 2

The practice of extracting the. last

shilling from the helpless tenant led only to individual apathy and national

2

Corker.y,

OPe

cit., p.

4.

poverty.

.'
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Furthermore, the exploitation of the tenant was emulated by the

local shopkeepers, the "gombeenIf men of the villages who
into virtual slavery.

bo~d

the people

Seed, for example, was later proved to be commonly

adul terated up to and even over sixty

perce~:",..,

Gordon and Staples cite, as

proof of the thoroughness of the cheating generally practiced, the statement
of landlords whose holdings were threatened by the land legislation of the
4late nineteenth century, that it would be very easy for them to set themselves up as shopkeepers in the villages and within a generation regain
possession of their estates.

'nle land was let and sublet in such a fashion

as to create at the bottom of the scale a rack-rented peasantry raising
grain to pay the rent and subsisting on a meager diet of potatoes.
original owners were not exterminated or driven

away~

Where the

they remained as

renters with no hope of their injustice ever being righted.

under such a

system the tenant did not enjoy any security of tenure and the landlord was
able to evict him whenever the rent was not paid.

This modified form of

piracy nurtured in England an ever-enlarging group of avaricious estate men
whose indifference to the sorry lot of the native was thoroughly in accord
with the general callousness of the century.

According to Froude's estimate,

nine-tenths of the land, at the beginning of the eighteenth century, was held
'by Protestants of English or Scotch extraction, an appalling distribution on

the basis of numbers. 3

•
A large proportion of tenants held their farms on

3 Corkery, Ope cit., p. JO.
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a yearly lease, and though longer leases existed, under the penal codes they
could not be extended to Catholics.

FUrthermore, save in Ulster where far

better conditions prevailed, landlords never accepted the obligation of
financing permanent improvements as owners

~d.....,:tn

England.

The penal laws of 1735 exempted pasture land from ecclesiastical
tithes.

This, and the increased demand for cattle after 1815, made property

owners anxious to convert their arable land into grazing ground.

As a result

vast stretches of prairie comprising much of the best soil of Ireland
supported cattle, while the increasing population was forced into smaller
and smaller subdivisions of holdings.

By 1841 there were almost 700,000

holdings under fifteen acres as against 130,000 over fifteen acres in extent. 4
Except in a very few areas, small farms of this kind could not support the
families settled upon them.
marked:

An OXford economist who visited Ireland re-

"In a country where the only three alternatives are the occupation

of land, beggary, or famine-where there is nothing to repress competition""
and everything to inflame it-the struggle for land is like the struggle to

5

buy bread in a besieged town, or to buy water in an African caravan. tt

In 1800 the population was estimated at five million, or 166 to
the square mile.

England and Wales at that time had a population of nine

million, or 153 to the square mile.

...

Lack of industry obviously placed a
,

4 Nicholas Mansergh, Britain and Ireland, (London: Longmans Green
and Company, Ltd., 1943), p. 33.
5 Ibid.,

p. 33.
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tremendous burden upon the soil of Ireland.
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With the continuous pressure

toward smaller ho1dings it was ineVitable that soil exhaustion would be

....

followed, as it was in 1846, by famine.
tragedy-clearances and emigration.
ticed only added to the misery.

There were two consequences to the
-.,

The scale on which the first was prac-

Barker states that from 1849 to 1856 over

fifty thousand families were evicted.

In

186; and again in 1864, the number

was about two thousand; in 1865 and 1866, about one thousand.
were able to do so emigrated.

niose who

Between 1846 and 1851 over a quarter of a

million people left Ireland each year; between 1851 and 1861 over one
hundred thousand annually sought other refuge.

While the exodus produced a

temporary cessation of rural congestion, it inevitably erected a permenent
barrier to racial lUlderstanding and cooperation.

Never again could the

English anticipate a peaceful solution to the problem.

"Famine, eviction,

emigration, this • • • triple van of woes • • • left a legacy of hatred of.....
England to the third and fourth generation, It concludes Barker. 6
Gordon and Staples bring to the fore a point which cannot be overemphasized in relation to Ireland's "backwardness, If

-

that the emigration

was not of a number of families, but of individuals, and this meant the
loss of a

gr~up

containing an abnormally large proportion in the productive

years of life-the loss of natural leaders.

6

•

Ernest Barker, Ireland in the Last Fifty Years, (OXford:
Clarendon Press, 1919), p. 11.
- --
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There, was another and equallY' serious effect. The
Vicious circle of economic depression and emigration seriouslY' reacted upon the social life and character ,of the
people. A deadening melancholY' settled upon all forms of
communi ty life, created bY' poverty and perpetuated by lack
of leadership and aggravated by attempted Anglicization.
• • • Various customs which had br~ht them together for
social enjoyment passed into disuse. The color and spirit
which the dances and festivals and story tellings had
brought in to the 11ves of the young people faded away. !he
public house became by lack of competition the center of
social life. 7
4And the social blight was deepened by lack of education.

The laws

barring Catholic children from an education were finally repealed, but
attendance at primary schools was not compulsorY' at all until the passage
of the Act of 1892.

Secondary schools were independent of a central

authority, and TrinitY' College took but little part in the life of the
country.

Technical education in agriculture was practically unknown.

This

chaotic condition in the educational field had far-flung repercussions in all
walks of life and left the people peculiarly susceptible to economic stag-"..
nation.
Disraeli had sought in 1844 to define the Irish question:

"A

dense population in extreme distress inhabit an island where there is an
Established Church which is not their Church, and a territorial aristocracy
the richest of, whom live in a distant capital.

Thus theY' have a starving

population, an absentee aristocracY', an alien Church, and in addition
weakest Executive in the world." 8

He thereby raised three subjects for

7 Gordon and Staples, Ope cit., p. 27.

8 Barker, Ope cit., p.

34.

the
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inquiry-agrarian, ecclesiastical, and poll tical.
The Roman Catholic Emancipation Act of 1829 admitted Catholics to
Parliament, but not untU 1869 was the English Church disestablished and
disendowed.

Other reforms came equally slo1ll".

The various Land Acts, at

the prodding of the I. R. B. and the Fenians, gradually returned land to
its rightful

o~ers.

However the long struggle for political rights, the

.

harshness and injustice of the English government, had focused attention
through the centuries upon the unhappy lot of the conquered, and serving
as it did to keep the political question constantly before their vision,
turned the minds of the people away from practical matters.

The Nationalist

Party insisted that self-government would provide the panacea. for the ills
of Ireland.

Economic evils were in their opinion the result of polltical

causes, and to be corrected only by Home Rule.

This not only over-emphasized

poli tical strategy, but, more seriously, absorbed the national energy.
In the crisis in to which Ireland had fallen in the last quarter'"
of the nineteenth century, land legislation was only a partial remedy.
Fortunately there appeared a man with a constructive plan to meet the
urgent needs and with the initiative to put it into effect.

The cooperative

movement had been attempted earlier in Ireland by John Scott Vandaleur, a
landlord influenced by the teachings of Robert OWen, but when he later fled

•
the country to avoid the payment of debts, the Ralahine Agricultural and

Manufacturing Cooperative Association he had founded languished.
gap in the progress of rural security was thus made.

A definite

Plunkett who had been

,
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a rancher in the western part of the United States, had observed the tendency
toward industrial combinations there.

When he returned to Ireland he found

widespread poverty and indebtedness, a nation of small farmers employing
primitive methods of agriculture and

living~er

unsatisfactory conditions

of land tenure, and a rate of emigration which threatened to drain the land
completely.

He saw the chief evil, the "gombeen man," the local usurer,

slowly strangling rural life.

...

Darrell Figgis graphically describes the

hopeless plight of the farmer:
Small holders cannot buy the expensive implements with
which sowing, and harvesting are made speedy and cheap;
and therefore they cannot win the best from the soil,
though they would have to accept the prices decreed by
these speedier and cheaper methods in other parts of the
world. Lacking organization, moreover, they could not
even know what these prices were; or knowing them they
could not demand them. Yet if they purchased they had
to purchase at the range of prices decided by the play
and interplay in the exchange of various commodi ties in
the social econo~ of Which they knew nothing. • • •
The longer they struggled the poorer they became; the
poorer they became the JIlOre they fell into the debt of
the middleman, and when they fell into his debt he could
demand that they should purchase only from him and sell
only to him at what prices he in his judgment should
decree. 9
The simple and obvious solution to this, as Plunkett saw it, was
for the farmers to band together into companies and buy collectively for
their joint use whatever was needed, to buy them as corporate bodies,

•

directly from the main sources and sell directly in the world's markets-in

9 riggis, Ope cit., p. 66.
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short to eliminate the middleman altogether.

He succeeded in interesting in

his projeot Father Thomas Finlay, a young Jesui t, and R. A.Anderson, the
supervisor of rents of Lord castledown, and the three set about spreading
the gospel of cooperation.

By 1894 the movement had become too large to be

carried along by individuals, and the Irish Agricultural Organization Sooiety
was formed.

.

In 1897, seeking an add! tiona! organizer, Plunkett appealed to

Yeats, who in turn recommended George Russell.

The latter undertook the work

rather reluotantly, dubious of his ability to be of substantial assistance,
but at the insistence of Yeats that his particular talents were needed.

For

eight years he spent his time first as organizer, and later as assistant
secretary, touring the Irish countrysj.de, lecturing to the farmer on the advantages of working wi. th his neighbor instead of competing with him, inaugurating credit societies, agricultural societies, and misoellaneous groups.
The work of alleviating living conditions among the peasantry assumed two
general teDdencies--economic and agrarian reform and the rehabilitation of
cottage crafts.

...

It was largely due to Russell's influence that the much

needed and very effective women's branch of the cooperative movement was
fO,rmed in 1911.

rhe United Irishwomen, an organiZation with about forty or

fifty looal un! ts soattered throughout the country, drew its members .from
farmers' wives and daughters, and women of the smaller oountry towns •• Instruction was given them in poultry-keeping, egg production, gardening,
village industries, and home decoration.

Milk depots were established to

provide for the very poor, and village nurses were installed in cooperation
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wi th existing agencies.

'!he I. A. O. S. in its earlier stages bore the burden of practicallyall the technical education in agriculmral matters which was done
in Ireland.

.

Instruc tors were sent out to dea.il wi th the various problems of

farming: seeds scientifically adjusted to differing soils, butter making,
poultry raising, etc.

.

Questions relating to livestock and such matters were

discussed at general meetings, though these functions were handled after

1900 by the Department of Agriculture and Technical Instruction in order to
leave the parent organization free to devote itself to organizing cooperatives, its most important function.

In the work in which Russell was first

engaged--organizing the Faiffeisen banks--his success was remarkable.
Eglinton quotes H. F. Norman's cOllllDent that "Russell and those working under
or beside him • • • started about two hundred and fifty of these banks whose
loans proved the salvation of thousands of s~ll farmers." 10
It was all in all a strenuous life, as his son testifies:

lilt

can't have been an easy job, for even in his later years when time had
mellowed details, he would speak to me of the wretchedly long journeys involved and the miserable ra'Mless of the weather." 11

But there was joy in

it too for him, the satisfaction of work for which he was eminently suited,
one which offered his patriotism and idealism expression:

10 Eglinton,

OPe

cit., p.

•

47.

11 Diarmuid Russell, "A. E.," !he Atlantic Monthly, CLXXI (February 1943), p. 52.
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It is not the work which is done which excites enthusiasm, but the work 1Ihich is yet to be done-the long
vistas and the yet unfolded close. It is not what the
state has done or can do which inspires, but the infinitely nobler possibilities which arise through the volunta.ry cooperation of men to wring from nature and life the
utmost they can give. There are~xpected possibilities
in agricultural organization-beginning things which I
believe will finally evolve in to splendid consummations. 12

,.

He saw it as a means of channelling the newly awakened Irish
spirit into outlets which would produce the greatest good for the whole
people; an opportunity to create a new social order by releasing the rural
population from acute distress and despair that they might assimilate the
intellectual and spiritual fruits of the Gaelic revival.

It was a work

for which he was signally qualified, one which gradually changed him from a
shy, retiring man into an able speaker and a strong opponent in debate.

His

humor, kindliness, and resourcefulness in argument, supplemented by an
infectious enthUSiasm, were powerful weapons in winning adherents to his
oause.

Opposition came not only from the gombeen men, who quickly allied

themselves with the poll ticians to block the I. A.

o.

S., but from the

farmers themselves, who after centuries of oppression and isolation were
suspicious and distrustful of

ne~

ideas and methods.

The latter group could

in the vast majority of cases be won over; the former with their combination

of money and power were able seriously to handicap the progress of the. I. A.

o.

S.

In 1906 the Nationalist party captured the vice presidency of the

12 A. E., Cooperation and Nationality, (Dublin: Maunsel & Co.,
Ltd., 1912), p. 32.
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Department of Technical Instruction held by Plunkett, and replaced him wi. th
T. W. Russell, who cut down and later withdrew the grants which Plunkett had.
secured for the organization.

Figgis explains the turn of events:

the leaders of the poll tical party • • •

was.~e

"One of

of the greatest gaimbin

[ gombeen] in the country; and it was easy to advance the plausible argument
that a doctrine of self-help weakens the case for national self-government."13
Despi te this setback, great strides were made

tn the rellef of the Irish

farmer.
statistics furnished by the United States Department of Commerce
offer proof of the remarkable development of agricultural cooperation in
Ireland. 14 In 1889 the original society had a turnover--mainly in butter--of
..f:i'

4,363; by 1900, 477 societies were in existence, with a total turnover of

~

1,038,877.

By 1920 the number of societies had increased to 1,114, with

a turnover of~14,604,852.

In 1925 there was a marked decline, due partly

to unsettled conditions at home and abroad, and partly to the fact that

trading interests were strongly entrenched in the dominant political party.

:au t

if all the farmers did not achieve the goal envisioned by Plunkett and

Russell, their lot had been improved immeasurably, and the government has
seen the wisdom of promoting their cause.

-

The Report of the Commission of

.

Inquiry into Banking Currency and Credit commented on the benefits derived

--

from the policy of making Ireland more self-supporting, an advantage which
13 Figgis,

OPe

cit., p. 68.

14 U. S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of Foreign and Domestic
Commerce, Trade Promotion Series No. 62, (Washington: Government Printing
Office, 1928), p. 10.

must have become even more obvious since the second World War.
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"Quantities

of cereals and feeds coming into Ireland in the days of British rule • • •
have been reduced by half.

Certain other foods for which the Irish once

depended almost entirely on supplies from abwOad, they now produce."

15

Morton, writing on this same new self-sufficiency cites the increase in land

'.

under tillage as the highest figure in three-quarters of a century:

"The

production of wheat in the ordinary rotation of crops and the revival of the
milling industry have succeeded in changing the point of view of large
numbers Who had come to accept as inevitable the dependence of Ireland on her
English export trade." 16
Of great importance, too, were the cottage crafts and the arts
formerly cultivated by the peasantry.

These tended to decentralize industry

and to foster the development of a well-rounded economic life, and a sa tisfied and prospering rural population.
The admitted improvement in the standard of living is of les s
consequence than the encouragement of individual energy and self-reliance,
characteristics vi tally necessary for social progress.

'lhis thought was

foremost in the minds of the originators of the movement, for at the Cooperative Congress of 1889, the statement was made that "the waste product of our
present industrial order was the unrevealed capacity of men in the ranfs
who had never enjoyed an opportuni ty to unfold their powers." 17 In Ireland

15

Tom Ireland, Ireland, Past and Present,
nam's Sons, 1942), p. 817.
16 J. B. Morton, The New Ireland, (London: Paladin Press, 1938),
p. 56.
17 Gordon and Staples, op. cit., p. 255.
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where emigration drained off such a large percent of the youth of the country,
this loss has been particularly acute.

or

far-reaching consequence, too, the cooperative brought together

in friendly discussion of mutual interests, .,B.lholics and protestants, Sinn
Feiners and. Constitutionalists, Unionists and Home Rulers, giving promise
that in time the bitterness and dissension prevalent through the years and

'.

fostered by the English, will become lost in the cOJlDllon goals of community
life.
Darrell Figgis expresses appreciation of the change in viewpoint
resul ting from mutual endeavor:
Instead of dividing all their profi ts [ the ,farmers ] began
to allocate some portion of these to public purposes
wi. thin the community, beginning therewith intelligently
to discuss those public purposes. In other words, the
cooperative societies became rural communities • • • •
The men who had struggled pi tif'ully against condi tiona
too hard for them • • • now became citizens. They were
compelled to think for themselves; and that gave them
new interests. Prosperity quiokened those interests ••
• • Nationality meaning now a tissue of live interests,
instead of a medley of ancient catchwords, clearer
poli tioal thinking resulted. 18
Signal economic progress was made, it is -true, noteworthy enough
to attract visitors and imitators from England, Scotland, Finland, Serbia,
India, and the United states.

Yet, as has been stated, Ireland did not

originate the cooperative, nor did she achieve the sucoess of other coimtries

18 Figg~s,
.
Ope

01. t .,

p. 86 •
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in carrying out the project.

Why under such circumstances should she have

become a place of pilgrimage for other agricultural cooperators?

Gordon and

staples see the answer in her leadership:
The men at the head of this movemeiit are able to inspire
others because they have a clear vision of what a cooperative should be. The Cooperative Connnonwealth of which A.
E; writes is for these people a real objective. The fact
that the outward and visible signs of the movement are not
proportional to this spirit causes 'Q.ut 11 ttle disappointment to those who have any conception--and no man can be
long in Ireland without forming such a conception--of the
peculiar difficulties which have to be faced and overcome.
Tbey realize that these men have been sensible enough to
see that business success must be establ.:ish ed before
higher results can be hoped for, and that their patient
work in this direction is gradually meeting wi th its
reward. 19
It has been said that Ireland is a country 'Where leadership and
personal affection count for almost everything.
then of the I. A. O.

s.

One of the greatest assets

was the happy combination in its organizers of those

quali ties which inspire confidence and admiration, traits 'Which Pltmkett, ..
Father Finlay, and Russell possessed in a marked degree.
The scope of A. E. 's influence was to be even more widely extended, for in 1905, at the time of Plunkett's removal from office, Russell
resigned as assistant secretary in order to take over the ed! torship of the
Irish Homestead, the agricultural cooperatively-owned paper.

It became in
•
his hands an educational propagandist medium, widely known beyond the
borders of his own
19

count~y.

To increase its power it was thought best to

Gordon and Staples,

OPe

cit., p.

275.

divorce the paper from the I. A.

o. s.
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Thus, while working in the closest

harmony with the organization and even acting as the organ of the movement,
it could nevertheless speak as an independent observer.

Russell's voice,

moreover, could be heard on many matters, fQjt"·...1hough his work had been
mainly on behalf of the farmers, he had come to appreciate the desperate
needs and general distress prevailing among the working classes everywhere.
'lhe I. A.

o.

,;.

S. had achieved wonders for the farmer, but farm

laborers and city dwellers still struggled for a bare existence.

At the

moment the former were on strike agains.t the farmers, a great strike broke
out in Dublin under the direction of the Irish 'lransport Union.
Down to the twentieth century there was no party ldlling to
sponsor the cause of labor.

In 1907 James Larkin took over the leadership

of Irish labor and was generally successful in handling strikes until removed from office by treachery.

In 1910 Cormolly, who had founded the Irish

Socialist Republican Party in 1896, returned from America to take a promin~t
position in the labor organization.

But in 1911 the Dublin Employers

Federation, Limited, was formed to promote mutual protection.

The years

1911 and 1912 were the "period of the Great Strikes," when need for radical
social improvements was made articulate.

Farm laborers were without

benefi t of organization to help them in bargaining, and their lot had little

•

if any amelioration in the rural reform.

Town laborers fared even worse, for

outside of the North there were few manufacturers in !Ueland and little
employment in the toms except in the transport services where wages were
low and unemployment chronic.

.'
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William Murphy, a former railroad builder in Africa and England,
and in 1913 ovm.er of the largest Irish newspaper, countered Larkin's

"sympathetic strike" with a "sympathetic lockout."

.

He succeeded in organiz-

ing over four hundred employers behind a pictft to compel their employees to
sign an agreement resigning membership in the Irish Transport and General
Workers union and to agree not to join or sUPlort this organization.

Twenty

thousand workers were thrown out of employment by their refusal, and the
wretchedness of the Dublin poor was made known as never before.
desperate struggle continued for six months.
and food, but

~phy

The

English trade unions sent money

ignored the gesture and refused to compromise.

point Russell could remain passive no longer.

At this

In his "Open Letter to the

Masters of Dublin," printed in the Irish Times and circulated as a leaflet,
he wrote:
You may succeed in your policy (Murphy did succeed) and
ensure your own damnation by your victory. The men
whose manhood you have broken will loathe you, and will
always be brooding and scheming to strike a fresh blow.
The children will be taught to curse you, the infant
being moulded in the womb will have breathed in to its
starved body the vi tali ty of hate. It is not they-it
is you who are blind Samsons pulling down the social
or4er. 20
Shortly thereafter A. E. was invited to London to speak at a
great meeting at Albert Hall to protest against the injustice of the
ployers and the arrest of Larkin for sedition.

20

Eg11nt on,

OPe Cit .,

p. 57 •

~

He shared the platform with

George Bernard Shaw.
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But, despite the weight of censure at home and abroad,

Murphy held his ground and the workers were forced to capitulate.
appearances "Larkinism" had been defeated.
the deepest sense Larkinism had triumphed,

To all

yet, as Clarkson points out, in
fgr~the

struggle had united the

working classes throughout Ireland.
The fighting spirit had been aroused, not of the working
classes alone, but of the idealistic..men and women of
all ranks, creeds, and professions. The Republican wing
of the Sinn Fein turned its attention to the needs of
labour. Most significant of all, the most helpless of
all classes in Ireland had learned the lesson of its
power, and in the learning had ~roved itself worthy of
Ireland's bravest traditions. 2
Another beneficial outcome was the focusing of attention upon the
unspeakable misery of the slums of Dublin, a condition against which Russell
had protested so vehemently.

Long blocks of once splendid houses gone to

rack and ruin, with three or four families sharing a single. room, were common
not only to Dublin but to every provincial town in Ireland.

Russell's out-

".

spokenness aroused a great deal of resentment, but his charges were substantiated by the Conmrl. ttee of Inquiry into Housing.
And finally the strike had international repercussions, for during
the autumn Larkin had begun drilling and organizing the "Citizen Army," a
body distinct "from the Irish Volunteers, vilich was later to playa leading
part in the Easter Week Rebellion.

•

21 J. Dunsmore Clarkson, "Labour and Nationalism in Ireland,
(New York, Columbia University, 1925), p. 240.
-
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Russell had tried to remain aloof from national politics and had
largely done so, though he felt as keenly as any the injustice of England.
He endeavored to maintain objectivity and calmness in writing of Ireland's
treatment, but his sense of outrage could nqt·,.ge entirely suppressed:
"Ireland Limited is being run by English syndicates.

It is the descent of

a nation into Hell, not nobly, not as a sacrifice made for a great end, but.
ignobly and without hope of resurrection." 22 '·He believed in Home Rule but
took little part in politics in general, partly because he had a horror of
violence.

The Easter Rising of 1916 at first touched him not at all, as he

confessed in a poem:
Their dream had left me numb and cold 23
And yet this is not surprising for the Dublin insurrection was not generally
popular in Ireland at the time.

There was suspicion of a leftist movement

on the part of the minority, and something akin to apathy holding the nation
in thrall.

If the leaders had been imprisoned, the Sinn Fein society as a'"

revolutionary party, rather than a constructive one, might have died out.
But the secret trials of the sixteen men, their execution in small groups
at intervals, and the folly of arresting several thousand obviously innocent
men in various parts of the country and sending them to England, increased

•
22 A. E., "Nationality and Imperialism," Literary Ideals in
Ireland, ed. by Lady Gregory (London: At the Unicorn, 1901), p. 20.
23 A. E., "Salutation"

Egl1nton, p. 119.
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the tension
The

d~

Reb~llion

by day, and flooded the country with hatred of the English.

failed, as Padraic Pearse and the others had foreseen, but it

succeeded in integrating even more strongly the newly awakened race con-

.. ....,

sciousness.

The American declaration of war against Germany in 1917 gave a new
turn to the Irish question.

.

In order to procure comple te Wlanimi ty in the

United states in support of England, President Wilson, responding to public
pressure, endeavored to resolve once and for all the opposing claims of the
two countries.

As a resu.lt of his insistence, a Convention was called for

the purpose of devising a scheme for Irish self-government within the Empire.
In June 1917, invitations were sent to one hundred and one Irish-

men, representing all parties: to chairmen of cOWlty and borough cOWlcils, to
representatives of small towns and urban districts, to bishops, both Catholic
and Protestant, to presidents of the larger Chambers of Commeroe, and to
representatives of labor and of the politioal parties.

...

The Government pro-

posed to nominate the chairman and fifteen prominent Irishmen of all sections
of opinion.

Sir Horace Plunkett was chosen chairman of the Convention, and

Russell was one of the leading members--two men whose choice was regarded as
auspicious.

At the end of July the Convention met to consider a form of

government on the Dominion model rut modified to suit the conditions }>Mculiar

to Ireland.
A. E., an Ulster man and a Protestant, was the principal spokesman in opposition to Ulster.

Eglinton wri tes:

itA t certain moments he was
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the central figure in the assembly," 24

and regarding the proposed fiscal

arrangements between Great Britain and Ireland, adds,

"A. E. exhibit'ed a

mastery[ of details] which earned him the respect of his opponents." 25
,

He quotes Stephen Gwynn's statement that Loftd"'1.ondonderry was much impressed
with A. E., saying that his scheme was the only workable one put forward.
When it became clear that Ulster would not cooperate, Russell decided on the

...

gesture of withdrawal.

This action was explained in a letter.

tlI retired

from the Convention because I could do nothing more there. • • • It is not
the Irish people who are hindering a settlement, but the pledges to the
people of Belfast, nothing else." 26

Quinn agrees with him on this latter

point:
The resistance by mster to the Home Rule Act would
never have gone to the extent that it did but for the encouragement of a small group of powerful English Tories
and the support of certain powerful financial interests,
who 'Wishing to prevent the carrying out of English radical
reforms looked about for a way of defeating the Liberal
Party and hit upon • • • the Ulster question • • • Ulster
supplied the familiar "moral issue. It
Old and dying
feelings of religious bigotry were ren vad. The Tories and
financiers backed and financed Ulster • • • not because
they loved Uls ter or were really afraid of religious persecution, but b~!:r.ause they wanted the Liberals out and
the Tories in. '{
A. final report was presented on the twenty-first of November by
the Grand Committee, which stated that it had arrived at certain provj,.sional

24 Eglinton, Ope cit., p. 123.

25 Ibid., p. 124.
26 !....2:..-.,
b'd
p. 125 •
27 John Quinn "Sinn Fein and the Dublin Insurrection,"
~ Rule Convention, (New York: Macmillan Co., 1917), p. 55.
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conclusions, but that these were contingent on full agreement being reached
on the general scheme.

It was soon clear that no such general agreement

was likely to be reached and that the Convention had been a i'ailure.
'!his was a bitter disappointment. t. Russell, for he had worked
hard to secure unity, both by force of personal influence and by public
appeal.

His letter printed in the Irish Times was later published under the

ti tle "Thoughts for a Convention. It

.

In it he stated sympathetically but just-

ly the history and aims and achievements of the various political parties.
He gave full credit for the

m~

good measures won by them in their long

contest, but pointed out the weakness of a constitutional party that found
itself between two extreme parties, each demanding a settlement on its own
lines.

He felt that Ireland's

econo~

precluded a complete independence of

Great Britain, though on the other hand he resented the partition of Ulster
and warmly defended the South against the charge of bigotry.
".

The editor of the Unionist Irish Tl.mes remarked to A. E. that he
had "shaken the faith of the Unionists in their innermost tabernacles." 28
This praise is no more remarkable than the publication of the article in a
Unionist paper without a single word of protest.
To Quinn the letter appeared "the best, the sanest, the most
unbiased, and at the same time the most eloquent discussion of the general

•
principles underlying the Irish Home Rule Question, that I have ever seen • • •

28 Quinn, Ope cit., p. 83.

[an

1eloquent and persuasive discussion of
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the great political question." 29

He cites A. V. Dicey's article in the Nineteenth Century in which the veteran
opponent of Home Rule in any form referred sympathetically to Russell's

..

...,

pamphlet:

An Englishman interested in the home rule question
should read with care "Thoughts for a Convention" by
A. E • • • • I have no doubt that A. E. disagrees with
all my conclusions, but his Memor~um, though wri tten
from an entirely Irish point of view, is characterized
by a noble spirit and brings before Englishmen feelings,
thoughts, and sometimes facts with regard to Ireland
which they are apt to overlook. 30

Twenty thousand copies of the pamphlet were sold within a few days
of its publication; this, with ine large circulation of ine Irish Times,
gave his ideas a wide hearing.
on May 30, 1917, a letter was addressed to the editor of the

bes:

"We the undersigned, having read 'Thoughts for a Convention' by A. E.,

wi thou t endorsing all his statements, express our general agreement with :t},i..s
conclusions and with the arguments by which these are reached." 31

The

signatories inoluded thirty names, among whom was that of Dr. Walsh, the
Archbishop of Dublin.

on the day the report of the Convention was handed in, England
announced its intention of oonscripting Irish soldiers.

Russell protested

29 Ibid., p. 80.
30 Ibid., p. 84.
31 Ibid., p.

155.

•
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vigorously in a letter to the Manchester Guardian, reprinted as a pamphlet,
"Conscription in Ireland: a Warning to England."

He was withheld from cast-

ing his lot with the Sinn Feiners only by his horror of physical violence

.

and by his belief in the economic interdepelld9nce of the two countries.
Apprehensive and disturbed in the turmoil about him, he plunged
into the writing of "heresies" since politics had lost its savor.

•

The candle

of Vision lIhich was to give him a "bad name" and provide the outlet for his
heretical energy was . published the same year and, to his disappointment,
created not a ripple of protest.

It is an exposition of his beliefs in the

divinity of Earth and an a ttempt to explain his visions.

In it his logic

does not appear to best advantage-his generalizations are too often unsoundbut eloquent and often poetic descriptions of nature and something of Russell's
own charm redeem its more obvious faults.

Eglinton comments:

n'lhe little

book was read with admiration for its style by people interested in psychology
and particularly in the nature and significance of dreams. ft 32

Russell

himself soon to some extent lost interest in it and in a letter expressed
surprise that the work had gone into three edi tiona.

Eglinton concludes:

"We live in a tolerant age, and A. E. 's mystical philosophy was accepted
without inquisition, simply as part of himself, and very few of his innumerable friends bothered themselves about it." 33

32 Eglinton, ~. cit., p. 130.

33 Ibid., p. 133.

•
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At the end of World War I he was in great demand both in England
as an exponent of the Irish situation, and at home, as a speaker on, various
issues.

The outbreak of the "Anglo-Irish

~"

put an end to this peaceful

occupation and turned him into a distracted figure.
I. A.

o.

The wrecking of the

S. creameries by the Black and Tans on the pretext that they were

being used as a basis of attack on the militB,J'Y' and police, infuriated
Russell, and demanding an inquiry, he drew up a detailed report of the damage
done, estimated at a quarter of a million dollars.
of A,

~ ~

Many thousands of copies

Justice were circulated in Great Britain, and some of his

statements were quoted in the House of Commons.
He was invited to breakfast with Prime Minister Lloyd George, in
pursuit of the latter's avowed policy of exploring every avenue to the
solution of the Irish problem, but felt he attained greater success in his
contact 11:1 th Lord Northcliffe.

He claimed indirectly a share in bringing .....

about the Irish settlement, for Russell drew attention to Northcliffe's
opportuni ty to bring American opinion to bear through hi s vast organization.
In less than a week he had column after column of
American opinions in the papers he controlled, the voice
of America's prominent statesmen, lawyers and industrialists, and it was so unanimously in favor of Irish selfgQvernment that I think it was mainly responsible for the
feeling Which arose in Great Britain that the Irish ques- •
tion wa~ not only a domestic problem, but was a world question. 34

34

Ibid., p. 139.

,

·'
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The Inner and outer Ireland and Ireland and the Empire At the

-

----

Court of Conscience were two pamphlets written at this tiBie, but they reveal
the remoteness of his idealism from the actualities of politics •

.

In the new regime, A. E. had th~ ~atisfaction of seeing Plurikett's

and his ideas of Doininion self-government adopted.
which appeared dawning was forestalled by
trying times he wrote

.!!!!

t~oil

But the era of peace
and bloodshed.

During these

Interpreters.

Its theme is an imaginary world state which has come into being,
maintaining i taelf by force.

In one ancient nation a conspiracy has been

detected and its leaders captured and thrown into prison to await execution.
In the group are a poet, an anarchist, a communist, an artist, an imperialist,
arrested by mistake, and an old philosopher who acts as arbitrator, in the
manner of Socrates, in the discussion which arises.
why he joined the revolt.

Each swears to tell

The work has greater skill than Russell's otherM

prose works; there is good exposition of conflicting beliefs and the scheme
of the fantasy is well maintained.
~

Candle of Vision, Imaginations and ReVeries, and the compila-

tion of brief essays gathered by Monk Gibbon in the Living Torch from the
tiles of the Irish Statesman, are generally conceded to display Russell's
prose at its best.

The first-previously discussed-has somewhat les&

11terary appeal than the other two volumes which are collections of critical
and philosophical essays.

His interests ranged from national and socio-

logical matters to art and 11 terature, but it is in the last-mentioned field.

~
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that he seemed most at home.

In sensitive studies of the work of fellow

poets, Yeats, Seumus O'Sullivan, James Stephens, and others, he revealed
himself a keen and competent cri tic

o~

poetry.

.

His "Poet of the Shadows"

has a touch of sadness and no small amount <1.r~harm:
I never look into the world of my friend without feeling
that my region lies in the temperate zone and is near the
Arctic circle; the fiowers grow more rarely and are
paler, and the struggle for existen~ is keener. Southward
and in the warm west are the Happy Isles among the Shadow.y
Waters. The pearly phantoms are dancing there wi. th blown
hair amid cloud-frail daffodils. They have known nothing
but beauty, or at the most a beautifUl unhappiness.
Everything there moves in procession or according to
ritual, and the agony of grief, it is felt must be concealed. • • • I have looked wi th longing eyes in to this
world. It is ndathach, the Many-Colored Land, but it
is not the Land of the Living Heart. • • • I sigh sometimes thinking on the light dominion dreams have over
the heart. We cannot hold a dream for long, and that
early joy of the poet in his new found world has passed.
It has seemed to him too luxuriant. He seeks for something
more, and has tried to make its tropical tangle orthodox;
and the glimmering waters and winds are no longer beautiful natural presences, but have become symbolic voices
and preach obscurely some doctrine of their power to
quench the light in the soul or to fan it to a brighter
flame. I like their old voiceless motion and their
natural. wandering best, and would rather roam in the
bee-loud glade than under the boughs of beryl and
chrysobery~, where I am put to school to learn the significance of every jewel. 35
The essay on James Stephens is equally rewarding in its penetra-

..

tion and clarity:

35 A. E., Imaginations

~ Reveries, p.

34.
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For a generation the Irish bards have endeavored to
live in a palace of art, in chambers hung with the embroidered cloths and made dim with pale lights and Druid twilights, and the melodies they most sought for were half
soundless • • • • Even as the prophet of old was warned to
take off his shoes because the playe he stood on was holy
ground, so it seemed for a while'inr.Ireland as if no poet
could be accepted unless he left outside the demesnes of
poetry that very useful. animal, the body• • • • He could
not enter unless he moved with the light and dreamy footfall of spirit. Mr. Yeats was the chief of this eclectic
school, and his poetry at its best ~ the most beautiful
in Irish literature. But there crowded after him a whole
horde of verse-writers, wno seized the most obvious symbols he used and standardized them, and in their writings
one wandered about gasping for fresh air and sunlight, for
the Celtic soul seemed bOlUld for ever by the pale lights
of fairyland on the north and by the darkness of forbidden
paSSion on the south, and on the east by the shadowiness
of all things human, and on the west by ~verything that
was infinite, without form, and void. 3
The Living Torch is less even in literary texture, as might be
expected where deadlines had to be met.

However, it gives evidence of the

high degree of skill which Russell had developed in .the quarter century he
~

served as editor of the Irish Homestead and its successor, the Irish sta tesman.

The Homestead at first contented itself with matters essential to the

farmer, but gradually these gave way in good part to A. E. fS native interests.
If the change in purpose lost for him some of the more "practical" of his
adherents, it certainly gained a following from those more influential men
who guided the opinions of their countr,ymen.

36 Ibid., p. 43.

..
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In poli tics the paper had tried to remain neutral, and this in
Eglintonls opinion limited its effectiveness.

It is difficult to arouse

enthusiasm with a middle-of-the-road policy, particularly in a people who
for generations had known the bi tterness

o~

.

rieing a pawn.

The intellectual

class alone was not sufficiently numerous or influential to support the

.

weekly, and Plunkett Is American friends who had subsidized the en terprise
were disappointed at its neutrality.

Consequently Russell found it neces-

sar.y to make a trip to America in 1921 to collect funds for the continuance
of the paper.

He lectured widely and very successfully, and was able to

return to Dublin wi th enough money to carry him through his immediate
difficul ties.
During the years he spent as editor, he had gone a good way, in
Eglintonls opinion, toward "creating in Ireland that Ipublic opinion I which
Lecky had declared to be Irelandls great desideratum." 37
~

'lhe Irish states-

,..

remedied the lack of those organs of literary and cultural opinion lIhich

the great London weeklies provided.
debated vigorously in its pages.

The Censorship Bill, for example, was

Its leading issues were given ample

coverage and the conflicting points fully developed.
both lucid and eloquent, Eglin ton recalls.

A. E. IS comments were

"In articles (mUCh admired by

Shaw and George Moore) he defended what he conceived to be the cause pot
only of the rights of literature, but of civil liberty, with Miltonic

37 Eglinton, Ope cit., p. 203.

.'
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spirit." 38 He adds later that A. E. IS fears of a threat to intellectual
freedom proved groundless.
The burden of his editorial work at length became oppressive, and
he began to long for freedom.

After twent1-i'ive years as weekly connnentator

in the Irish Homestead and in the Irish Statesman on politics, literature,

.

and art, he announced his withdrawal from the field.

Offering as his

excuse the need for new blood in the rejuvenation of journalism, he called
for volunteers from the newer literary arrivals.

His outstanding work in

the field of journalism was recognized by Dublin University in 1929, when
it conferred on him the degree of Doctor of Letters as "Ii tterarum existima torem jus tus. "
Early in May, 1930, Harvard University offered him a degree to be
conferred at the Summer Commencement, but as he had planned to come to
America in the autumn of that year on a lecture tour, he decided not to make
a special trip.
In 1912 he had explained the scope and ideals of the I. A. O.
in Cooperation

~

Nationality, a work which attracted international atten-

tion to him as a writer on economics.

In it he expounded his idea of a

rural society, and his connnon sense and idealism are seen happily mated:
If you scrape and save to leave money to your children
•
after you die instead of giving them illuminated minds
and healthy bodies, you are damnably bad parents, enemies

38

s.

~.,

p. 198.

"

.'
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of your race, and of the human race. Look now at some
normal, healthy men and women. See how they bear God's
image on them. • • • If you lose the divine image and
deface it or forget it in money-making and moneygrubbing, you are in rebellion against God, and are
enemies of humanity. 39
• ~;
And explaining how wide the scope of activities must be and that provision
must be made for the needs of, the whole man, he added:

'.

I hate to hear of stagnant societies who think because
they have made butter well they have crowned their
parochial generation with a halo of glory, and can
res t con ten t wi th the fame of it all. • • • And I
dislike little groups who meet a couple of times a
year and call themselves cooperators, because they
have got their fertilizer cheaply, and have done
nothing else. 40
He insisted that a social order to be sound and enduring must provide for
economic development, political stabilit,y and a desirable social life.

This

theme was developed further four years later in the National Being, in Which
he also discussed the farmer's relation to the townsman and urged urban
cooperativas.
The rural crisis in America after the depression of 1929 recalled
the Irish Cooperative Movement and its chief exponent, and at Secretary
Wallace's urging, Russell agreed to lecture at agricultural colleges and
universities op the philosophy of his book.

His success was instantaneous,

and his ability to hold large audiences amazed no one more than himself,

39 A. E., Cooperation

40

Ibid., p. 86.

~

Nationality, p. 72.

~
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remembering his extreme shyness in youth.

He was surprised to find a 11 ttle

community cooperative in the West founded by a ?aniel Wallace patterned
after his own cooperative plan.

In'a letter written a few months later,

he mentioned a conference in Chicago with pesw'l;e who wanted to start a foundation to save American agriculture along his lines.

He was gratified too

to learn that his poems were "very well known, [the Candle of ViSion] •
a kind of Bible for many mystics. II

The AmericJi committee whieh brought me

over are distributing thousands of the National Being free, in order to work
up an interest in rural civilization.

I am supposed to be awaking U. S. A.

to the danger of a rural exodus." 41
His lectures took him before groups of every kind-state universities, business men, chambers of commerce, state agriculture officials.

If

he previously had lacked a first-hand knowledge of America, this Odyssey
supplied him with a wealth of experience.

He wrote in December, 1931, when

his tour was half completed, that 10,000 copies of his book had been dis- ~
tributed and that he found people versed in it.

"I was told that the Harvard

professor of Rural Sociology said I was the only writer,on the subject with
any creative imagination." 42

His tour was a great personal triumph and

brought him in contact with many of the greatest minds, scientific, literary,
and political, in the country, and won for him in his short stay a host of
warm ftoiends.

41 Ibid., p. 218.

42 Ibid., p. 227.

.'
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On his return to Ireland he began in earnest his long projected

Avatars.

Belief in the coming of the new Avatar, a divine hero, was general

among the Theosophists in the early days, and that idea had been fixed in
A. E.

.

fS

mind by a dream, and seems not to hm been erased by time.

His

story tells of the birth of a new religion of Cosmis Consciousness, and is

'.

permeated, as is all his work, by belief in the divine life of nature.
There is much wisdom in the book, but also complete unreality both in
characterization and development, and it added nothing to his literary
stature.
liThe literary man who is, or ought to be concerned mainly with
intellectual interests, should only intervene in politics when principles
affecting the spiritual life of the country are involved."

43

So Russell

wrote at the turn of the century, when he doubtless envisioned himself
spending his years in the ivory tower of theosophy and poe try.

But a deep

compassion for his fellow men and a keen resentment of injustice drew him
again and again into internal and national pol:i. tics, deflecting the nature
of his contribution from Irish letters to Irish life.

But in view of the

avenues of opportunity his labors opened, and the weight of his moral and
practical influence in the cause of humanity in Ireland, it is difficult to
regret the abandonment of his youthful dream.

43 A. E., "Nationality and Imperialism" Ideals in Ireland, p. 16.

·'
CHAPTER V

A. E.--CATALYST
To glanoe baok briefly,

.
.....
the beginning of the nineteenth oentury

found Ireland a oountry rendered by oenturies of misrule politioally
helpless, eoonomioally destitute, oulturally dloaying, sooially stagnant
and disordered.

Yet this was the land whioh during the early years when

oivilization in Europe had fallen viotim to barbarian hordes, had oherished
the seed of learning and the light of faith until its own life was
threatened wi th extinoti on by the blindness of the English.

Count Cavour

who built up Italy, on visiting Ireland early in the nineteenth oentury,
reported that it presented "the saddest speotaole to be found in any
oivilized sooiety--oomplete and absolute oppression of the poor by the
rioh, of him who labors by him Who possesses, organized by the laws and
administered by the Minister of Justice."l

A Frenohman, visiting the

oountry not long after, commented on the magnificent castles and the
wretched cabins, the extremes of wealth and poverty, with no middle class
to exert the steadying progressive political influenoe needed. 2
In the eyes of the world, Ireland was a dying nation--misunder-

1
Mansergh,

OPe

cit., p. 21.

2
~.,

p. 31.

l3S

stood, underrated even by many ot her own people.
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Yet the germ ot

nationalism. working in the soil was to tlower in the latter part ot the
nineteenth century in the beauty of the Celtic Renaissance and to restore

.

Kathleen ni Houlihan to her place among th.. niti ons •
The death ot Parnell had provided a breathing spaoe in the

,.

poli tioal struggle, and as an exhausted man might put dom his heavy
burden to rest in sudden awareness ot the beauty about him, so Ireland
ceased looking outward and turned her eyes inward, oeased to weep over
her heritage ot sorrow and began to rejoioe in her heritage ot beauty.
The new spirit quiokened every phase of lite and generated
an heroic concept of nationalism and a political vitality which had ita
culmination in the dream ot centuries, independence.

Though it man-

itested itself first to the world in the tield ot literature, it us not
a 11 terary phenomenon.

Rather it was the expression ot a social

synthesis, rooted in political and social history and conoerned equally
with intelleotual emancipation and economio progress.

ot the bond between the various phases

of

The intimaoy

the mov8ll1ent stems trcm the

common ail1, the reorganization ot Ireland; and in the new thought, the
neW'

literat~e,

and the new social philosophy is the living proot ot the

new nation.

."
The preoeding chapters have attempted to·traoe the develop-

ment ot the various agenoies oonoerned in the rebirth ot an anoient
nation, and it has been observed that save in the aotive work ot spreading
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the Gaelio League, George Russell assumed a prominent and even a leading
role in the variOUB phases of reoonstruction.

He did not believe in

the usefulness of the Irish language as a medium of expression, but he
heartily approved the Gaelio League as a
to the past.

In Ideals

~

.

m~

of direoting attention

Ireland he noted the oonstruotive energy

whioh the movement released. tlle turning away from molesale denunoiation

...

of England to direct attention to haae problems and opportunities.
His poetio work is not of the highest quality. for thougit
replete with beauty and nobili ty of thought, his poems are not. as
Yeats observed, selt-won, and so do not strike an answering spark in
the reader.

Their deficiencies appear to stem in large part fran his

religious preoocupati ons.

While his mystical experienoes were the souroe

ot the keenest happiness to him. supply the answer, in sane measure at
least, to the oraving of his spirit, 'their effeot upon his poetry was an
adverse one in that they left him with the urge to perfeotion of self.
not the perfeotion of his art.

Because they were. almost in their

entirety, written to oonvey sane mptical experienoe, he oonsidered it
both untittingand unneoessary to exert any oonsoious restraint of oraf'tsmanship.

Hi~

verse. as a result, is intuitional rather than deliberate,

passively accepted rather than carefully developed.

The unwillingneGs

to change, to experiment. led him into the most oonventional of diotion,
to monotony. to vague abstractions.

And it oannot be denied that his

predilection for 'the early pagan aspeots ot Gaelic literature and his

.'
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inability and unwillingness to interpret the dual religious and national
oharaoter of Gaelic thought randered him incapable of a true expression
of the traditional aspirations of his race.

All 'tilese oharges may be

raised against him. yet if his range was na~~d b,y mystical preoccupations.
the essential spirituality of his nature raised his poetry above the
commonplace and gave it the appeal whioh higher beauty always commands •

•

His twofold endowment ot artist and poet made him particularly sensitive
to loveliness. and oould not fail to enhance the quality of his verse.
If. as has been oharged. his poetry is somewhat restrioted in range. it
is generally oonoeded that wi thin his sphere he suoceeded in achieving
a rather pale. but delioate and individual beauty.
tions he is a

t~e

Wi thin his limi ta- .

poet.

His Deirdre proved that the writing of plays

1I8.S

unoongenial,

but it was through this play that he interested Yeats in the work ot
the Fay brothers. and thereby opened that glorious epooh ot the drama
whioh gave an outlet to Irish genius and oommanded the admiration ot the
world.
Ireland's debt to Sir Horaoe Plunkett can never be minimized,
but her debt to A. E. is only slightly less.

If he did not have the

honor of initiating the oooperative movement. he it was who raised tll.e
superstruoture of its sooial philosophy. and through the hard and otten
disoouraging work ot organizing. through leotures and writing, advanoed
the prestige ot his nation at home and abroad.

His sooial oonoept
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arouses respect; the dignity of man and his spiritual potentialities were
ever his concern.

He cannot be read without a glOW' of adm.:tration for

his common sense and his broad

under~tanding

. of

the economic goall

:9 ..;

I think we do right to expect great things from the State.
but we ought to expect still greater things from ourselves.
We ought to know full well tb:lt if the State did twice as
much as it does. we shall never ri se out of mediocrity
among the nat! ons unless we have unlimi ~ed faith in the
power of our personal efforts to raise Ind transform
Ireland. and unless we translate that faith into works. 3
He described his constant struggle to keep the movement free from external
control "lest the meddling of politicians or official persons without an '
inspiration should deflect for same petty purpose or official gratification the strength of that current which was flowing and gathering
strength unto the realization of great souls. ft4
It is unfortunate that his mystical convictions estranged him.
fram the general mass of his c cuntr;ymen. that his pursuit of the esoteric
should have sent him searching down devious mazes. deploying his
faculties away from proven truth.

Because his quest tor the spiritual

was basically sincere and wholehearted and lifelong. it could not fail
to give him a realizati on--however limi ted--of the Eternal Plan.
faculties.hQW8ver. were not sharpened on the right tools.
what the humblest peasant around him had access to.

3.
A. E..

Imaginations ~ Reveries. p. 100.

4

ill!.•

p. 117.

His

He missed

.'

".
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It has been observed that absorption in the aroane overshadowed and diminished his talents.

Evidence of an unrealized gift

of high order in painting seems substantiated by the word of competent
cri tics.

.

Journalism of a high order is reYefFled in the essays of the

Irish Statesman.

Here. though the major burd,en was 8utained by himself,

.

he sought to give the periodical wider scope by gathering aroond him a
group of well-known writers.

,And deli ghting to enoourage new talent.

he generously opened its pages to names hitherto in the background. like
the poet Gogarty and the historian, Edmund Curtis.
But if he was not truly "great" in the sense of Yeats and
Synge and Joyce. how then can he have attained suoh a position of
eminence in the Ireland of his time and in the circle of

he~1ntellectuals1

Irishmen themselves have asked and tried to answer the question.

Eglinton

compares him to Richard Rolle of Hampole, Thomas Traherne. Henr.y Vaughn,
and William Blake. and such who owed little to their fellow men. but
whose importance is altogether out of proportion to their technical,
accomplishment.

He has frequently been likened to Dr. Johnson in that

his leadersbipwas probably of greater importanoe than his literary contribution.

He seems to have been looked upon as a key personality. and

a vid t to Ireland was not complete without an interview with him.

Nor

was this because of any suggestion of quaintness ot charaoter or setting.
His visits to the United States brought him in contact with men of eminence
in every field--literature. science, education, government--and here, as
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at home, his opinions were acoorded respeot.
dinner given tor him in Washington whi ch

Ernest Boyd tells of a

1I8.S

• • • a trium.ph tor AEtheism because atter dinner, putting
his old pipe, A. E. sat in the drawi:g.g.room and talked
while twentT men sat spell bound.
group inoluded the
outstanding lights of the Bar, a general, all the leading
editors ot any intelleotual pretensions in the oountry,
Wilson's right-hand man, Colonel House, and a sprinkl~ng
ot millionaire Irish-Amerioan industria;tists. It was a
tar ory from the simplicities of 11 Ra~gar Avenue, but
A. E. talked as it Violgt [his wite] might bring in tea
and cake at any moment.

The

His conversational powers, while attested to by many, will in
the nature of things have to go unrecorded.

Padraic Colum said that

,A. E. seemed to have a oharm to prevent the world wearying him.

His talk

was inexhaustible, not only in itself, but in its ability to stimulate
the minds and tongues of others.

Jessioa Nelson North made much the same

camnentl "Those of us who had the trivilege of listening to him. remember
not so much his tendenoy to 'rtm on' as the spell of his eloquenoe • • •

~

his ideas were altogether timeless and otten unique. Above all one felt
6
hi s intrins i c and, unoons oi (Xl s goodness." Monk Gi bbon who knew him
~,

intimately elaborates on this point'
There is no doubt that his oonversation had an
astoni.shing range and that he had the gift of evoking
whatever 1I8.S most interesting in others simply by the
prodigali ty with whioh he gave himself. Whatever the

.'

5
Egli~ton, OPe

cit., p. 194.

6

Jessioa Nelson North, MA. E.," Poetry,

lLVI (April, 1935), p. 336
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topiC, he brought to it a certain quality of spiritual
insight which lifted cOJlllll.ent on to a higher plane.
The talkers against whom he matohed himself were ot
every kind and description • • • they included Yeats,
James Stephens whose fancy can range more playfully in
conversaticn than that of almost any.. men in the world,
MacKenna~ the translator of Plotinus; ~y all opinion
the most brilliant talker of his time in Dublin, Gogarty,
Padraic Colum, Austin Clark and many others. 7
Because Russell's claim to greatness arises in large part fro.

•

the impact of his personality upon others, it does not seem amiss to consider those qualities which gave him leadership and which so profoundly
affected others.

And it is inevitable that such reflectton would bring

in its train a oomparison with Yeats, since the two were by cammon
consent the Dichterpaar of the Ireland of their time.
George Moore, Simone Tery, John Eglinton, and many others have
attempted to explain A. E., who was a legend in his own lifetime.
Frank O'Connor's brief study seams particularly revealing, and throws a
~

light upon facets of his personality which are not likely to show through
in his writings,
I think I liked him best when he was teasing or sly
• or even innocently maliCious, or as occasionally
happened when people were stupid, downright rude, because
at such times he had to improvise, and then something of
the w:l,llful, wicked, unfed, sleeping artistic temperament
came to light. • • • I loved A. E. in that mood, gay, quick
spontaneous, wi th jus t e. 1 i ttle tou ch of Southern mali oe.
• • • Sometimes ••• on the defensive, when he was not
7

Gibbon, OPe cit., p. 38.

•
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timid and was dealing with the unexpeoted, relying not on
memory, but the moment's inspiration, he was really
superb. Vagueness, benevolenoe, platitude, dropped away
and lett a very oold, olear, wintery intelligenoe, and a
curt speeoh which had something nob~e and personal about
it. But that did not happen otten •........

.

And seeking the element which beclouded and smothered his genius,
he discovered it in A. E.'s addiction to habit.
habi t than anyone I ever knew.

"He was more the slave of

He liked fixei days, fixed hours for do-

ing things; fixed ways of doing them • • • his conversation, like his
life, ran in patterns. well formed phrases, ideas, quotations and aneodotes,
which he repeated over a lifetime without altering an inflection."9
From intimate knowledge of both Yeats and Russell, 0' Connor is
able to present an interesting study in oontrasts-- Yeats, the small town
boy who had travelled, and A. E., the one who reme.ined at home.

"Yeats,

subtle, oasuistioal, elegant, mannered; a diplomatist • • • a man of the
world who had been the friend of artists and bohemians; the other guile- ,..
less, untravelled, full ot universal benevolenoe, but with a non-conformist
oonsoience."IO

Yeats' appearance fitted the traditional conception ot

the poet--tall, elegantly dressed in pale, beautifully cut suits

and

silk shirts, the latter blue, during the days of 0' Duffy's fascist party.
•

8
Of COIlIlor, 0;12.

9

-

·Ibid., p. 64.

10.

,!!!!!., p. 14.

cit. , p. 10.
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"His speeoh was like his olothes. suave. mannered.

He walked slowly

and deliberately. with full ornamental gestures in the dim,oandlelight."ll

Ot A. I •• George Moore writes. "The reason I have not inoluded any personal

.

desoription of A. I. is beoause he exists fa~her in one's imagination.
dreams. sentiments. feelings. than in one's ordinary sight and hearing.

.

and try as I will to oatoh the fleeting outlines. they esoape me."
Eglinton is more speoifio:

12

He was well proportioned, with a russett bearded
oOmltenanoe in which kindliness was the prevailing
expression. • • • All the power of the head • • • was in
the large full tace, with high oheekbones giving him the
look of a countryman of Dostoevsky. • •• Quizzioal blue
eyes twinkled behing his glasses, and the whole appearanoe
was extraordinarily winning; some even oalled him handsalle.
A huge tie proclaimed the~artist. his clothes being always
slack and shabby.13
Diarmuid Russell oonfirms this last remark. "New suits wrinkled
in a day, and his overooat looked--as James Stephens remarked in a novel-as it it had been put on with a shovel."

14

~

And in contrast to the simplioi ty of 17 Rathgar Avenue,
O'Connor reoalled that it is only whencone got more used to Yeats that one
notioed the expensiveness and beauty of everything about him, "the
piotures, the masks from his danoe plays, the tall bookoases and long
11

Ibid., p. 70.

12-

Moore, Ope cit., p. 160.,
13

Eglinton, OPe cit., p. 111.
14

,

Diarmuid Russell. OPe cit., p. 171.

l~

.'

orderly table. the silver candlesticks, and that dimness which made rioh
hollows of the shadows • • • • He was really a lovaly man to watch.

Every

pose was right. ,,15 Where Russell seemed to him restlesa and dimly

.

benevolent, he found Yeats "always alert, ~tio. and amazingly brilliant.
He was diabolically observant • • • • While it seemed to me that the images

.

on A. E.'s retina were vague, I thought those ot Yeats must be small. olear,
intense, like those of a bird watching from a great height the movement
of creatures on earth. n

16

He saw,too. in the fame of each an inequality

wbi ch must have been a source of unhappiness to the lesser poet, for

Yeats was a European figure, while A. E. was little more than a provincial
celebrity, a disparity which he felt no nature could bear and which must
have wounded and bewildered him.
over A. E.

"There was some sense of disappointment

He showed me the proofs of Song

~

!!!. Fountains.

particularly the dedicati on to Yeats, 'rival and friend. t

I noticed

Those last

revealing words disappeared from 'the published text. n17
Diannuid Russell contradicts this conclusion.

He had asked

his father if the comPlrison of their works was embarrassing.

A. E. had

laughed and answered, "Willy is a much better poet than I am.

He is a

great poet.

He devotes ell his time to his art and can spend days
15
0' Connor. Ope cit., p.' 73.

16
Loc. cit.
11
lli!.. p. 76.

..

.'

l~

reworking a line or a verse until it has reached the ultimate in
I~

perfeati on.

on the other hand, have to do many, many things, some by'

desire, and some by compulsion. n18
.

.

He explained that whatever virtue

...

appeared in his poems lay in the truth of the subject rather than in
their imagery.
In an essay "Genius and &:vironmett," Russell provides a clue
to his reaction toward Yeats.

One wonders if the antagonism he speaks of

does not spring from a suboonscious chafing at the knowledge of his·
lesser endowment,
Geni us is often (langerous to genius. When two men with
oreat! ve imagination meet, they draw eaoh other from their
seoret base. They cannot draw so easily from their own
fountain, they soon feel thi s, and henoe it is rare to find
creative poets desirous of olose intimaoy with one another.
The work of the soientifio man 1s built . largely on the
investigation end research of others. But the poet must
fall baok on what is wi thin himself, and the inoursion ot
another powerful nature, while it may fasoinate tor a
while, will the momEllt the poet feels the breaking up of 19
his natural mould of mind arouse something like hostility •.

Yeats' feeling for Russell is found in his remark that he
"loved and hated" him, whi oh can only mean that he os puzzled by' his
complexities.
John Eglinton, too, finds it interesting to oompare the two
men, disoovering them in character and disposi ~on poles apart'
18

Diarmuid Russell,

19
A. E.,

lli Li ving
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cit., p. 56.

Toroh, p. 115.
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Even as a public man Russell hardly ranked with Yeats,
who had a real talent for publio appearanoes. Yet Russell,
as an ambodiment of the beliefs and principles of the Irish
li terary movament, was to ita tower of strength, and without him it would not have maintained ~ts air of transcendental natianali~ Yeats, like a JaPnell of literature,
held aloof for the most part from the younger reoruits to
his movement, an attitude favorable to the authority of
Irish literature's unquestioned chiefa though indeed when
he liked to do so, no one could give more helpfu128r discriminating advice to the young poets ~ Yeats.
He appears in a less favorable light in his attitude toward
Russell's "school."

Yeats had discovered Synge and Lady Gregory.

A. E.

had discovered Colum and Stephens and many othars--Jessioa Nelson North
credi ts him wi th "at least twenty poets of merl t"--and Yeats had
21
sneered, "But was there ever a dog praised his fleas 1"
The epigram
perpetuated the legend that Yeats was pompous and arrogant and ungenerous.
Sean O'Faolain finds their essential difference in their
attitude toward life.

Russell, he

claims~Jlooked

at life with the eyes

~

of innocence, Yeats with the eyes of desi re. . This same innocence of life
is what gives an air of unreality to some of his prose.

He continues.

As for A. E., I loved him, and we all loved him as a
man. As for his poems they are sweet and they are noble,
but they are not A. E. and they are not life • • • • If I
were to be wrecked wi th either on a desert island, or have
the choice of either as a oaa];ellion in death, I should not
hesi tate which to ohoose. For the desert island I should
choose A. E.--and read Yeats. For the end--Yeats. Beoause
we live as we can but we die as we must. I should get no

~o

21

Eglinton,

OPe

Cit., p. 104.

O'Connor,

OPe

cit., p. 13.
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companionship trom Yeate; he is wrapped up in his own world,
like Joyce • • • and he is tull ot ideas but he has no
intellect, ha'ring no continuity bpt his lyric mood. But as
a~nst A. E.'s kindness. tolerance. journalism, sociability,
and wisdom.. he has what is more to the pcint ot a crisis-pride and passion. It God could only have mingled the two
ot them.\ Or if youth had not lured 12l& wi th the bauble ot
the es oteri c t 2
Simone Tery who travelled to Dublin to write about its literary
celebrities, sums up its two leaders: "Ce qu'~ atme le mieux dans Yeats,
ce s ont e ee vens.

Kals Ie chet-d' oeuvre d' A. E., qui est un grand

artiste, c' est encore lui_meme." 23
Jlary Colm, frca the vantage point ot close association with
the Dublin literary world, is able to round out the pioture.
Sunday "at homes" were tamous in Dublin, she recalls.

Russell's

To attend them.

was to meet everyone ot importanoe who ever visited the oi ty.

Commenting

on the range ot oonversation, trom poetry and painting-- "the best talk
on art and literature in the worldtt--to agricultural organizing, she goes~
on to cClllpare Yeats and A. E.I
A. E. liked to have every sort ot person in, end was aware
ot no ditterenoe between th e mind ot a woman and the mind
ot a man. W. B.' s guests were selectede one oould not
bring any chanoe-met acquaintance into his house. as into
A. I.'s; one could not go oneself' without invitation.• In
22
Sean 0' Faolain. "A. E. and W. B.," Virginia Quarterll
Review, XV, (January, 1939). p. 57.
23
Gibbon, OPe cit., p. 16.
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A. I.'s. one talked on draughts ot tea or cottee, but in
W. B.'s, one's tongue was loosed on sherry. 24
Russell's stature in Dublin may be measured by the regard
shown him by members ot his own craft, tor h, was honored in the works
• "7

ot many writers.

Frequently it took the tom ot the dedicati on of a book,

-

as in Padraic Colum's Wild Earth ("To A. E., who fostered me"), or
James Stephens t inscri ption in Insurrections .... In Ulysses, A. E. 18
recognizable in the bef9.mting, though he soon passes out of the story.
He was otten asked to write prefaces, and oftener still his name appears
in aoknowledgments in the introductiOns to books.

It is significant, too,

that it is rare to tind a we ric dealing with that period which does not
mention A. E., and always in the most appreciative way. St. John Ervine
states that in all the books on Ireland, considered nationally, socially,
and economioally, that have been written in the past twenty years, two
men inevitably are mentioned, Sir Horaoe Pltmk:ett and A. E.
Men of aftairs in most parts ot the world have heard
of them and I imagine few of the people who go to Ireland
with any serious purpose tail to visit them. It would be
diftioul t for any intelligent person to c<lD.e into the
presence ot A. E. and remain unaware that he is a man ot
merit. He tills the roam tmmediat!sy and unmistakably
with the power ot his personality.

or

all the honors oftered him, that which undoubtedly gratitied

•

24
Mary M. Colum, itA. E." Saturday Review
(July 27, 1935), p. 11.
26
St. John Ervine, OPe cit., p. 27.
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him most was the one whioh oame in connection with his work in helping

to found the Irish Aoademy of Letters, a mOV8mSlt sponsored by Shaw
and Yeats.

The latter had asked Russell to formulate the rules and con-

.

sti tution, and the Academy was launched in"S~2 at a meeting presided
over by Lennox Robinson.

While activated by the threat of an official

.

censorship ban, it was also the expression ot Yeats' lifelong desire
for a high standard ot 11 terary exoellenoe to inspire Irish wri ten.
The letter which Robinson read to a seleot groo.p at their
ini tial meeting stated that, though their number

'liaS

small, their sole

strength lay in the authority of thei r utterances
This, at least, is by no means negligible, tor in Ireland
there is still a deep respeot for intellectual and poetic
quali ty. Insotar as we represent that quality, we OaD
count on a consideration beyond all proportion to our
numbers, but we cermot exercise our intluence unless we
have an organ through which we can address the public,
or appeal collectively and unanimously to the Government.
• • • In making this claim upon you, we have no authority
or mandate beyond the fact the. t the ini tiati ve has to be
taken by saaebody, and our age and the publicity which
attaohes to our ires mates it easier tor us than the
younge r wr1 ters •
Russell' B name is signed to the document as Provisional
Honorable Secretary.

In drawing up the projeot, Shaw and Yeats put

torward on their own authority a list of twenty-ti ve original members,
adding to it ten Assooiates-those whose woric us oonsidered le•• Irish,

26
Stephen Gwynn, Irish Literature and Drama,
Thos. Nelson and Sons, 1936), p. 232.
---

(London.
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or 1es. creative, that is, not produoing either poetr,y, plays, or novels.
The Gregory Medal, the Premier Award of the Academy in
recognition of an Irish author's distinguished servioe to literature in

.

general, is orfered every three years.

Th; first

to receive the medal were Yeats, Shaw, and A. E.

voted by the Academy
That Russell was not

merely oarried along by weight of association, but had merited distinction
in his own right, is borne out by -the opinion of many writers.
Stephen Gwynn, viewing him in his literary milieu, asserts,
"These two ,men, (Yeats and

A. I.]

were to dominate the entire literary

revi val, ad to affect tile whole intelleotual life of Ireland in their
time. "21

Hugh Alexander Law olaims, "Lionel Johnson, William Butler Yeats,

K. T. 'Hinkson and George Russell (A. I.) were the aoknowledged chiefs of
the new school of poetry--if the word 'school' may be used indioating a
uni ty of purpos e com.pati ble wi th muoh eli versi ty of method ... 28

Yeats is

...

quoted as having said that "Russell and the theosophists on the one hand,
and Standish 0' Grady on the other, had done more for Irish literature than
Trini ty College, in the crurse

ot three oenturies ... 29

Boyd writes I

It is no exaggeration to say that almost every Irish writer
of value today owes something to the poet, painter, and
21
Ibid., p. 119.
28Hugh Alexander Law, Anglo-Irish Literature, (Dublin.
Talbot Press, Ltd., 1926), p. 219.
29
Joseph Hone, W. B. Yeats, (New York: Macmillan Co., 1943),p.l06.
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eoonOlllist, who has become a oentre of ideas whioh are
freely at the oommand ot all who seek them. Nor has .there
been any reluotance to proti t by' this prodigality ot
sympathy and imagination. From the doyen repatriate,
George Moore, to the youngest poet trembling on the brink
ot publioation, all have aoknowledgecf'their debt to A. E. 30
George Moore states in

!!!!! and

Farewel1 that he had made

Russell's acquaintanoe in the pages ot the Byess.

"And looking at him

I remembered the delight and the wonder whioh his verse and prose had
awakened in me.

It was as it somebody had • • • led me awaY' into the young

world which I reoognized at once as tne tabled Arcady."3l

He adds that

it was to meet him that he had gone to I reland, quite as much as to
the plays.

8 ee

He was to sa.y to Gibbon upon another oooasion, "You know, A. E.

1s the most important person in Ireland. "32

It is noteworthy that Russell

enjoys the distinction ot being the only one not mockingly portraY'ed in
his book.
Katherine Tynan Hinkson appraises the Dublin literary world
with which she was so tamiliar:
I have known in my time some tew undoubted geniuses-three certainly in l1terature--W. B. Yeats, Franois ThomPlion,
and George Russell (A. E.), to whom 1 believe I have a tourth
in James Stephens. In none ot these have I trund tile beauty
ot geniUS a.s I have found it in George Russell • • • • Ot him,
30

Boyd, 02' cit., p. 238.
31
Moore, 012· cit., p. 141.
32
Ibid., p. 410.

-

151

more than anyone else I have ever 1Q1own, I would say,
'We shall never look on his like again. t 33

It this appreciation is more glowing than some are willing to
subscri be to, it is nevertheless an

.....

indica~i'!ll

ot the esteem he won trOlil

those with whOlil he came in contact.

His helpfulness and sympathetic interest t10wed especially
to young writers, as Frank O'Connor testifies.
• • • he read our manusoripts,

t~d

"Almost Until his death

us publishers, printed our tirst

work, supervised our reading, even tried to arrange our marriages." 34
He conoludesl "There were certain things A. E. gave young writers that no
one else oould give or

~ld

I

I

give • • • his proteges were poor men all.

He was as warm. and h<llley as a turf tire, ,,35 a cCJIlparison in which many
oonourred.
Gibbon piotures him in the same light, as "the oraole toward
36
whioh, sooner or later, every literary aspirant in Dublin gravitated."
,..
One might well conolude from. this that perhaps Russell's greatest conI

tribution to Irish letters was, to use Moore'S word, "m.aieutio."37

In

33

Gibbon,

OPe

Cit., p. 7.

34-

O'Connor,

Ope

cit., p. 60.

35

!.E!.!!.,

p. 74.

36
Gibbon, OPe oit., p. 19.
37
Moore, Ope cit., p. xiii.
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his graoeful farewell in the Irish Statesman he wrote of himself.
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For twenty-five years the Editor bas been a weekly
commentator in the Irish Homestead and in the Irish
Statesman. on politics, literature, and the arts, and he
could not have oontinued much longer. qor would it have
been right for him to bave continued: :' •• A new Ireland
is growing up with its own ideals of a cul tux-e, a social
order and a oivilization. It is only right that those
who belong to the new era should be its propagandists,
and not elderly men whose minds have lost flexibi'li ty and
who have oeme to a kind of spiritual detf'ness when they
listen to the talk of young genius. Before that last infirmi ty weighs more heavily upon the Ed! tor, he feels it
is best to cease cri tioin and OCllllleXlt. Be oan still,
like George Herbert, 'relish versing,' and on looking back,
he finds his greatest pleasure was the discovery of Irish
talent • • • he would like to be ramanbered for this, that
he was the fri end of the I rish poets, thos e who make the
soul of the nation. Sa
In studying Russell, one returns again and again to the
thought with which O'Faolain concludes his analysis: "If youth had not
39
lured [him] with the bauble of the esoteric!" --t4e same regret whioh
Yeats voioed for his friend.

But if he did not suooeed in the oomplete ,.

realization of powers whioh his friends discemed and respeoted, the value
of his intl uenoe was never underrated.

There is unanimity too in the

opinion that his greatest work was himself, and that his genius was
tributary to a personality rich in humanitarianism, sensitive to beauty,
-

fooused on Eternity.

And in the overflow of this personality, in the

S8

,Eglinton, OPe oit., p. 204.
39
O'Faolain, Ope oit., p. 51.

impact or

~

.'

mind. vigorous end resourceful and keen, the explanation

of his influenoe may be fwnd.

Like a oatalyst he crystallized the

richer elements with whom he came in contact, helping to give them a
fonD. and beauty which they mifJlt not have ibMeved so well or so fully,
independently.
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